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Introduction

The Keystone State boasts a rich and colorful history. William Penn’s dream of religious freedom attracted people to his new colony from Germany, England, Scotland, Ireland, and the rest of Europe—all were welcomed to Penn’s Woods. People of all religious persuasions found a land of tolerance and acceptance in the colony. Even slaves found a modest sanctuary, and as much equality as Penn was able to offer them.

When the spark of unrest with British rule was fanned into an open flame, the first meeting to speak the sacred words of independence was held in the Keystone State. Here men risked their lives for an untried and unrealistic ideal—freedom for all. It was here that Washington waited and suffered with his men at Valley Forge. After that cold, dark winter, few would have expected them to rise up and win the nation’s freedom, but they did.

Pennsylvania was the site of America’s first capital and the laws that govern us today were penned in the Commonwealth. It seems fitting that the birth of a new nation came to fruition and flourished in Penn’s Woods.

When the Civil War threatened our young nation, the tide turned at Gettysburg and once more the country was united. Pennsylvania had again lived up to its position as the Keystone State.

Over its rich history Pennsylvania has been peopled by a vast array of men and women—some great and some notorious. Some of these characters are well known, while others have all but faded from the history books. Woven throughout this colorful fabric have been the ghostly tales and folklore of these people. Not surprisingly, the stories run concurrently from the very beginning of Penn’s Woods—for who would ever expect Ben Franklin to lie quietly in his grave or “Mad” Anthony Wayne to rest peacefully? From lonely widows, to lost children, to victims of foul play, who could be surprised that some of those who died here have never left or have come back to continue their residency in Pennsylvania?

Within the pages of this book are tales of the spirits of men, women, and children who have passed away but are still connected to their history, their homes, or their battlegrounds. The state is rich in such stories—it could not be otherwise—for Pennsylvania has always been a land of diverse and passionate people.

The stories in this book are representative of the vast array of Pennsylvania’s ghostly tales. There is no way that anyone could offer up a complete chronicle of the lore of Pennsylvania—tales are constantly being discovered. We have attempted to share some of the best ghost stories that Pennsylvania has to offer. These stories have been researched and documented to the best of our ability. Some of the stories are well known, while others have had very little exposure. But each and every one has its place in the annals of Pennsylvania’s ghostly lore.

We welcome you to a world peopled with ghostly denizens and hope that you’ll enjoy meeting them as much we have enjoyed sharing them with you.


[image: 001]

 

Baleroy Mansion’s Specters

The mansion known as Baleroy was built in the Chestnut Hill section of Philadelphia in 1911 and was sold a few years later to the father of the present owner, George Meade Easby. Easby is proud of his mansion, and rightly so. The thirty-three-room structure boasts a domed turret, a mansard roof, and ornamental decoration along with other unique architectural features. But the house is also believed to be one of the most haunted houses in America.

When George came to live at the house, he was six years old. He and his five-year-old brother, Steven, enjoyed watching their reflections in the grand fountain in the foyer of the house. One day, the boys were looking at their reflections when, to George’s horror, Steven’s face was replaced by the reflection of the head of a skeleton. For a few seconds the boys saw the skull, and then it was gone. Later, George came to believe that this was a portent of his brother’s brief existence. Less than a month later, Steven died of a childhood disease. To this day, George believes that Steven has still not left the house.

George may be correct, because there are indications that a young boy haunts Baleroy. Years ago, a contractor was working in the yard when he and his partner looked up and saw a young boy with blond hair observing them from a second-floor window. Told that there were no children in the house, they were shocked to learn that the child they had seen was looking out of the window of Steven’s old room.

One evening, George was hosting a dinner party when the sound of a loud crash from the gallery startled the group. A picture of Steven seemed to have ripped itself off the wall without breaking the wire that held it in place. The hook remained in the wall, but somehow the picture had been tossed across the gallery. George shrugged off the incident because he had grown used to his brother’s ghostly pranks throughout the years. It was just Steven having a bit of fun.

Steven is not the only ghost haunting this venerable structure. George believes that his mother, Henrietta, also inhabits her former home. George invited psychic Judith Haimes to visit the mansion and received more than he bargained for. Over time, they became friends and one evening Judith informed him that there were a number of spirits visiting the mansion at the time. She began to describe a woman who was repeating the name “Longfellow” over and over again. This meant nothing to Judith, but George perked up. His mother had been fond of reading Longfellow to him when he was a child.

Judith told George that the woman also kept repeating the phrase, “the children’s hour.” Again, George understood. “The Children’s Hour” had been one of Longfellow’s poems that he and his mother had read together many times.

After the evening was over, George was puzzled. Why had his mother taken the time to contact him, only to remind him of an old poem? After the last of his dinner guests had left, George retired to the study to read. While he sat resting, he noticed a book that was pulled out from the shelf. He started to push it back in and froze when he read the title on the spine. It was a collection of Longfellow’s poems.

George pulled out the book, obviously not opened for years, and brushed away the dust. Written on an old envelope which fell out were the words, “To my son Meade in the event of my death” in his mother’s fine script.

With shaking fingers he opened the missive, but it was empty. What did it mean?

When Judith returned to the house Henrietta made her presence known again. Through Judith, she told George that she had stashed away some antiques throughout the house and she wanted to tell George about them. George found a set of silver candlesticks in the rafters of the storeroom, just where she had indicated.

Then Judith informed George that his mother wanted him to know about the secret drawer in an old desk in the house. George located the desk and found the drawer. Inside was an incredible find. An old, gunpowder-smudged Confederate flag lay there. George realized that this was a Confederate flag that his ancestor General George Meade had taken during the Battle of Gettysburg.

Now Henrietta, on a roll, exposed one more secret: there was a chest in the attic that the pair must find. Inside they found papers showing that George’s great-grandfather, Richard Meade, had loaned the young American government $5 million in 1819 to help it purchase Florida from Spain. There was also a promissory note for repayment of the loan with interest—more than 170 years of interest by now! George began work on having the government honor the debt to his family.

It is little wonder that the house, filled with ancient artifacts and historic pieces, houses several spirits. George has seen an old woman hobbling through the building using a cane. A monk in tan robes was also seen and this is believed to be an ancestral spirit from the family homeland.

Baleroy’s grandfather clock seems to house the spirit of its former owner, Thomas Jefferson. The ghost of the Founding Father has been seen near the clock.

The one ghost at Baleroy that George does not trifle with is Amanda, who is known to haunt the Blue Room. Amanda’s spirit seems attached to an antique chair in the room and she is not a pleasant spirit. In fact, George believes that she has caused several deaths.

George first began to suspect that there was something wrong with the chair one night when he felt someone grab his arm in a painful grip while he was sleeping in it. In the morning, he found fingerprint bruises on his arm. George was convinced that it was Amanda’s vengeful spirit that had grabbed him in his sleep.

The first victim of Amanda’s wrath was Paul Kimmons, a dear friend and employee of George’s. Kimmons had worked for him for years before George was first approached about showing the house to Judith Haimes, the psychic. Paul agreed to show her around, but he did not believe in ghosts, and he told her so.

As they walked through the house, Paul told Judith tidbits of history about its various objects. Suddenly, Paul froze. Judith, following his gaze, saw a blue mist coming down the front stairs. The mist dispersed before reaching them, but Kimmons seemed very upset. Judith’s reassurances about his first paranormal experience fell upon deaf ears.

A few weeks later, Judith received a phone call from a very upset Kimmons. He insisted that Amanda had followed him home in his car the day he had seen the blue mist. Looking in his rearview mirror he saw her sitting in his backseat, but he could not see her when he turned around. Then, he encountered her in his home, and she awoke him when he tried to sleep. He saw her standing in crowds, and wherever he was she suddenly appeared near him.

For the next month George Easby watched as his friend grew more and more haggard and disheartened. He lost weight and no longer seemed concerned with earthly matters. One day George found a very depressed Kimmons slumped in Amanda’s chair in the Blue Room. Kimmons was asleep and seemed to be having a bad dream. George left the room so that Kimmons would not be startled awake. It was the last time he saw his friend alive.

Two days later, Paul Kimmons was dead. George’s grief was tinged with anger, for he believed that Amanda had hounded his friend to death. Thinking back, he realized that, including Paul, the last three people who had sat in that chair had died suddenly. He was sure that there was a connection. Was Amanda causing the deaths of those who sat in her chair? George had the chair roped off so that no one could sit in it again. Today the chair is often referred to as the “death chair.” George has encountered folks who want to dare Amanda, but they are not so eager to tempt her after hearing the fate of the last three who rested in that chair.

Fortunately, the blue mist does not always presage disaster. One day a skeptical reporter visited the house. Not only did he see the mist, his tape recorder was grabbed from his hand and flung more than twenty feet by invisible hands. The reporter was so badly frightened that he left the house without finishing the interview.

Another friend of George’s, Lloyd Gross, also had a run-in with the blue mist. Gross was a self-professed skeptic but he always listened good-naturedly to George’s tales. However, one day when he was helping George at the house he saw the blue mist for himself. It was a thick mist that drifted out of the Blue Room. Gross pointed out the mist and said that it must be getting cold out.

George turned to see what his friend was referring to and realized immediately what they were seeing. He told Gross that this was a manifestation of the ghost. Gross grasped for a logical explanation but couldn’t find any, so he let the matter drop.

When Gross left, George couldn’t help but worry that seeing the blue mist might cause Gross trouble. That night Gross returned for a charity event at the house and after it was over he stayed with George for awhile. As the two men were walking down the driveway, Gross suddenly spun and demanded to know why George had struck him. Both men realized at the same moment that George was too far away to be the one who had just hit him.

Now George was truly concerned for his friend. Was Amanda at work once more?

Later that night, George received a frantic phone call from Gross. He told him that when he returned home he found the blue mist in his front room. Angry and frightened, Gross confronted it and it faded away, but he was still terribly upset. Fortunately for Gross, this was his last experience with the mist. Apparently, Amanda chose not to pursue him.

Baleroy is home to yet one more strange haunting. It is said that a phantom car haunts the long driveway. People have heard a car pulling up to the front door only to find that no one was outside. Other folks claim to have seen a long black car from the 1930s pulling past the front windows. When they ran outside, there was nothing there. Why the car returns is yet a mystery but there may be many more mysteries and ghosts at Baleroy.

Ben Franklin’s Active Spirit

Philadelphia is a place steeped in history. It was the port of entry for many people entering Pennsylvania from the 1600s on. It was the seat of independence where the first Continental Congress met, and where the Declaration of Independence was signed. Philadelphia also gave us one of Pennsylvania’s and America’s most colorful historical figures, Benjamin Franklin.

No one can dispute Ben Franklin’s genius. He designed the Franklin stove; discovered electricity; started America’s first post office, library, and fire department; and was a politician and diplomat. Franklin was a writer of rare wit and wisdom, a business genius, and an inventor who reshaped the world. He was also a free thinker. Today, we’d say Ben Franklin was a bit eccentric. He “air bathed” every day by going nude for a period of time so that his skin could breathe, unobstructed by clothing. He was a ladies’ man who chased skirts despite being married. He acknowledged a bastard son, which very well could have ruined his career, but did not. Franklin shaped and reshaped his world, and even today we are under his spell. Is it any wonder then that it’s possible Ben Franklin may still be wandering Philadelphia and making a bit of mischief along the way?

Ben Franklin founded the American Philosophical Society in Philadelphia and spent many hours there poring over the books. When passion gripped him during a project, he could not be distracted by anything. Perhaps that will explain a strange story that comes from the archives of the society.

In the 1880s a cleaning woman reported that she often saw Franklin’s specter wandering the halls and hurrying along through the bookshelves. But the cleaning woman also insisted that she not only saw Ben’s spirit, one night he literally knocked her out of his way. According to the cleaning woman, she was working in the American Philosophical Society building one night when the ghost of Ben Franklin plowed her over as he hurried toward the bookshelves. She was a bit flustered by his ungentlemanly behavior.

Ben is also seen on the street outside the building. He is said to be seen hurrying along or dancing down the street! No explanation for the ghostly Ben’s odd behavior has ever been given, but it seems that he has been seen doing a jig down the streets, as if he is well pleased with himself for something. With a figure like Benjamin Franklin one can only wonder what he is up to that pleases him so much.

Betsy Ross Is Still Sewing

Betsy Ross, an American heroine, is a great example of a woman of her times. Her determination, talents, and bravery should be remembered forever, but the only thing most people know about Betsy Ross is probably fictional. Betsy is remembered for an alleged meeting she had with George Washington and his purported request that she make the first American flag. That meeting, however, probably never happened. The story of Betsy making the first American flag was first circulated by her grandson, and even he admitted that the story still needed to be verified.

The real Betsy Ross was far more human and amazing than the caricature of her that people recognize. Betsy was born Elizabeth Griscom and was brought up in the Quaker faith. When she fell in love with and married Anglican John Ross in 1773, she was expelled from her church for marrying outside her faith. Betsy did not merely accept John’s faith, she became a “fighting” or Free Quaker. The members of that branch were not strict pacifists.

John and Betsy Ross were a typical young couple struggling to begin a new life. They opened up an upholstery shop and worked at their trade. In 1776, John died in an explosion while serving in the local militia.

Betsy made a living for herself by running the upholstery shop, making flags, and doing work as a seamstress. She bought and sold goods and did business with men all the time.

The young widow met a sailor named Joseph Ashburn in 1777 and soon married him, but their time together was short. In 1781, Joseph Ashburn was on board a ship captured by the British and he went to prison where he died several months later. One of his fellow sailors, John Claypoole, was with Joseph at the end and promised to deliver a message to Betsy.

When John Claypoole met the twice-widowed Betsy, he was impressed. Here was a young woman who was running a successful business and caring for her home and family. John began to visit Betsy and the two were married in 1783.

Betsy Ross was quite a woman and she certainly had a very exciting and often tragic life. Strangely enough, the house known as the Betsy Ross House was not her home and there is even some question about her having ever worked there, but she is connected to the house by death. This is where she is buried along with her third husband, John Claypoole. The couple was interred in the courtyard of the property in 1976.

Through the years, the staff has become convinced that the house is haunted and that Betsy is at least one of the spirits there. The basement seems to be the center of the haunting, perhaps because it houses the kitchen, the heart of any home. A curator reported that he was in the kitchen alone when he heard a man say clearly, “pardon me.” The staff believes that Charles Weisgerber, who first opened the house to the public in 1898, is the mannerly gentleman of the basement.

Perhaps the most common experience is that of the voices. People claim to hear what sounds like voices in deep conversation in the basement kitchen, but they never can make out what is being said.

Perhaps stranger still is the feeling of not being alone that people occasionally report. The staff admits that they often feel like someone invisible is with them.

A psychic came through the building years ago and suggested that Betsy Ross is indeed in the house, but she is in an upstairs bedroom. The psychic insisted that Betsy, sitting on the foot of the bed in that room, was upset about something. Betsy apparently refused to illuminate the psychic about the reason why she was upset, so perhaps we’ll never know.

Brinton Lodge

To many people a house is just a house, but for some people a house is the center of their lives and leaving it seems almost impossible. That love of home seems to be at the root of a very active haunting near Douglassville, Berks County.

Caleb Brinton thought that the old lodge he purchased in 1927 had potential. He lived in the building and ran a club there as well. His companion, Lillian Moore, joined him at the lodge. In 1972 Tropical Storm Agnes significantly damaged the lodge and Caleb and Lillian had to move out. Caleb died while the work on the lodge was still being done and Lillian, now an invalid, returned to live alone on the first floor. When concerned neighbors stopped by to make sure that she was all right because they had seen lights on or someone walking upstairs, Lillian was not surprised. You see, Lillian already knew that the house was haunted.

In 1980, Lillian sold Brinton Lodge to the Covatta family and moved next door. Robert and Sandra Covatta purchased the property to turn it into a restaurant. They had been struck by the grandeur of the place’s stone walls and graceful lines.

The Covattas took up residence on the third floor of the building. The second floor was used as guest rooms and a large and popular restaurant occupied the first floor of the building.

The Covattas soon began to suspect that their home and business was haunted. They saw glimpses of movement from the corners of their eyes. They heard footsteps when no one was there, and then they began to hear the cries of a baby.

Soon, however, the spirits at the lodge would make themselves known in more obvious ways. Sandy Covatta purchased a picture of Andrew Jackson to hang over the fireplace in one of the dining rooms. The morning after she hung it she found it leaning against the fireplace screen. She examined the wire and nail, but both were intact. She rehung the picture and didn’t think much about it. The next day she found it back by the fireplace. This time she wondered if the maintenance staff had taken it down to dust. The third day it was off the wall again and resting by the fireplace. Sandy spoke to the cleaning woman who told her that she always found the painting sitting that way when she came in at night, so she left it alone. She was puzzled about why it was never hung up. A war of wills ensued with the unseen art critic, but eventually Sandy won out and she got to hang her picture up permanently.

In one of the dining rooms, Sandy placed a large crock on the fireplace mantel. The spirit kept moving it to the floor where it was safer.

The staff reported that candles in the dining rooms appeared to light themselves. Lights seemed to have a mind of their own, and in the oldest part of the lodge people often reported feeling hugged when no one was near them. Others felt someone pat their arms softly. Doors opened and closed and cold spots moved past the staff and guests.

One night Sandy was standing on the stairs talking to an employee when they both caught a glimpse of a man coming down toward them. Instinctively, they stepped back at the landing so the man could pass them. No one came by and when they turned they saw that they were alone. Who had been following them down the stairs? This was only one of many encounters with a man on the stairs or in the lobby. The person is seen only briefly before vanishing.

The activity has continued to increase through the years. Staff have felt a pinch on their bottoms, heard the tinkling of fine crystal, had someone blow in their ears, and been tapped on their shoulders.

A rather rotund gentleman wearing a derby has been seen on the first floor of the building. This is believed to be the spirit of Caleb Brinton. He is often associated with the phantom hugs or touches. Those who knew Caleb described him as a demonstrative man.

Sandy Covatta had a psychic come to her who told her that there were five spirits haunting the building. The woman was very precise. She talked about a young woman at the main staircase—this triggered a memory for one of the employees. In 1917, a young woman named Miss Witman had died of the flu while staying at the house. Miss Witman was twenty-six years old and it is believed that she is responsible for some of the sightings of “the woman in white” or the pretty blond “bride” occasionally seen coming down the stairs.

Before the building was remodeled, guests had to go up to the second floor to use the restroom. Several customers were quite startled to see Miss Witman’s face looking back at them as they stared into the mirror rather than their own reflections.

The spirit of a little girl has been seen around the house, but she seems especially fond of a little nook under the main stairs. A psychic once said that the child was mentally ill and had been confined to one room in the building. The little girl is lonely but curious about the life about her now. She is seen wearing a long dress. People have also commented on the child’s beautiful eyes. Sandy Covatta’s own grandson saw the little girl when he was only five years old.

At the base of the stairs to the third floor people have reported seeing the spirit of an old woman. It is believed that she watches over people walking up and down the narrow twisted stairs.

A tall thin man with a pocket watch in his vest and black garters on his arms is seen in one dining room. The Covattas nicknamed him “Dapper Dan.” He seems to be going about his work on the first floor, but he is most often seen in the Meeting Room.

Sandy hired a woman who had once known Lillian and Caleb, and from this employee she learned that Caleb had seen ghosts in the house. In fact, he had seen his own mother carrying a lantern down the hall toward her old bedroom. Caleb saw his mother’s spirit on several occasions after her death.

At one point, the Covattas decided to renovate a porch and turn it into dining space. The work crew came to them after several days and told them that they had a few problems. A stonemason claimed that his radio would change stations while he and the crew watched. Other men said that they had tools disappear, only to reappear moments later. It was disconcerting for the crew.

Sandy has had her share of experiences, too. Once she was lying down in a bedroom on the second floor when she distinctly felt the bed sink as if someone else was sitting on it, too. When she turned to see who was there, she saw a mass of fog hovering at the end of the bed.

Eventually, the Covattas moved out and their son and daughter-in-law moved into the attic apartment. The couple brought their two young sons with them. The oldest boy began to claim that an old man watched him sleep. The boy’s mother eventually realized that this must be Caleb Brinton, so one day she addressed him out loud. She asked him to keep an eye upon the little boys, but not to frighten them. Caleb never frightened the boys again, but on occasion the young couple would see a shadowy shape going toward the boys’ room as if to check on the children. Has Caleb appointed himself to watch over them?

The hauntings at Covatta’s Brinton Lodge continue unabated. Both guests and staff have had their share of experiences, but no one has ever been truly frightened. The ghosts who haunt this lodge are as generous of spirit in death as they were in life.

Carpenters’ Hall

When the Founding Fathers gathered to discuss American independence, they could not do so openly. As British citizens, what they were doing was treason, punishable by death. In 1774, the First Continental Congress met at the newly completed Carpenters’ Hall where they could maintain secrecy. What they decided there changed the course of history. This group of men committed themselves to a course of action that would either liberate America from Great Britain or destroy all hope of freedom. If they were successful, they would be the authors of destiny. But if they failed, they would die as traitors and villains.

The passions within that meeting hall during those meetings were intense. Men argued about the general course of action, and then on the finer points of how the actions should be implemented. Each of the thirteen original colonies was invited to send delegates. Some colonies sent several and some didn’t even attend. Others sent only one or two men to represent the entire colony and they often felt outnumbered by other states with more delegates.

When they were done, the groundwork for the nation was laid and great energy and emotion had been expended. If passion, fear, anger or other emotions must be expended to create a haunting, then it should be no surprise that Carpenters’ Hall is said to host its share of ghosts.

Former staff have reported hearing what sounds like heated arguments coming from the main hall where the First Continental Congress met. Night watchmen and tour groups have also reportedly heard the same sounds.

Philadelphia celebrated the two-hundredth anniversary of the First Continental Congress in 1974. During the celebration the governor of Pennsylvania, Milton Shapp, hosted a meeting at Carpenters’ Hall. It appeared that the governor stirred things up. The caretakers who lived in the building reported that during the night they were awakened by the sound of chairs moving and men arguing in the main hall. The following morning the caretakers found nothing amiss in the room despite the sounds of furniture moving throughout the night. But they did smell the sweet smell of smoking tobacco, despite the fact that no one was allowed to smoke in the building. Were the ghostly legislators rehashing old arguments that the governor’s meeting had stirred up?

The main hall is not the only haunted site within the building. In the late 1700s the rooms in the attic were turned into bachelor apartments and were rented out to members of the Carpenters’ Company. The apartments were in reality small cubicles, but they were cheap and clean so they were often full.

On September 1, 1789, two men using a key opened the bank vault in the basement of Carpenters’ Hall and stole over $160,000. The police were dumbfounded. But they soon learned that a locksmith named Pat Lyon had recently changed the locks, so he was arrested. Soon, two men who were members of Carpenters’ Company were also arrested. One of them, Tom Cunningham, actually lived in the attic of the building.

There was not enough evidence to hold the men, so Tom Cunningham and his accomplice were set free. But Tom apparently contracted yellow fever while in jail. A week later he lay dying in the apartments at Carpenters’ Hall.

Soon after Tom’s death, reports began to surface that residents were being haunted by Tom. They claimed that they heard heavy boot steps like Tom’s in the hallways and on the stairs. Loud banging or dragging noises also came from Tom’s old apartment. For over six decades the sounds continued, to the consternation of the residents of the hall. Even after the apartments were no longer rented, the caretakers and janitors complained of the sounds perpetually coming from Tom’s old apartment and the hallway just outside it.

In the 1960s caretakers found the sounds of someone moving around above their apartment so compelling that they called the police. The police and the caretakers were also treated to horrible smells that lasted only a few minutes at a time. It would seem that Carpenters’ Hall is inhabited by ghosts, both famous and infamous.

City Tavern Haunts

The City Tavern on Second Street in Philadelphia is not the first structure known by that name. The original City Tavern was built in 1772, financed by what was known as “gathering subscriptions” (selling shares in a structure). The tavern opened for business in 1773.

During the summer of 1774 the tavern became an unofficial meeting place for the First Continental Congress. No doubt the American Revolution was discussed and debated over many a pint and the tavern became known as a patriot hangout. Certainly, more than one of the Founding Fathers tipped a cup within its confines.

When the revolution was over, the new nation struggled to define itself and, from 1790 to 1800, Philadelphia served as the nation’s capital. During those years, George Washington and many other American and foreign dignitaries enjoyed libations and meals served at the City Tavern.

On March 22, 1834, the landmark tavern caught fire and was severely damaged. The gutted building sat abandoned until 1854 when it was finally demolished. In 1948 Congress authorized Independence National Historical Park. The area around Independence Hall was restored, and some original structures—including the City Tavern—were rebuilt. It took a great deal of work and research to reconstruct this landmark, but the re-created tavern strives for accuracy, right down to the nails in the floorboards.

The City Tavern sits on the site of the original and opened in 1976 for the first time. It is both a reconstruction and tourist destination. The tavern has earned a reputation for serving fine food and drink, including historically authentic foods and ales served by costumed staff, for a taste of Colonial America in the twenty-first century.

The reconstructed building is believed to be haunted by a spirit who died in the original building. The name of the young woman who haunts City Tavern is no longer known, but her tragic story is still told.

On the day that City Tavern burned in 1834, a wedding was scheduled there. The bride and groom arrived and settled into their respective areas. The men were given a room on the first floor and the ladies were given a suite on the second floor so that the bride could sweep down the stairs in her bridal gown and make a grand entrance.

The men laughed and joked while the bride and her entourage prepared for the event. At some point, a candle in the upstairs suite was moved too close to the curtains and suddenly a curtain burst into flames. The women attempted to put out the fire, but it spread too quickly. By the time they gave up, the door to the room was fully engulfed in flames. The bride and her bridesmaids were trapped inside.

The men of the wedding party smelled the smoke and tried to rescue the ladies but it was impossible. The flames moved too fast, the heat was too intense, and eventually they had to flee to save themselves.

Today the staff reports seeing, on occasion, a young woman in an old-fashioned bridal gown with a long train, walking the second-floor hallway of City Tavern. She is seen and felt by many who visit there. The bride seems a reticent ghost, until a wedding celebration is hosted in the area known as the Long Room. It is said that she has appeared as a misty form in photographs taken here of the young couples. Others have reported feeling or seeing the phantom bride at these happy events. The young woman does no harm and perhaps she cannot help but be drawn to weddings. She, after all, never got to have her own.

Dick Clark and the Ghost at WFIL

Today most young people think of Dick Clark as the host of New Year’s Rockin’ Eve at Times Square in New York City. Others may remember that he had a successful television dance show, American Bandstand. Dick Clark started out at WFIL-TV in Philadelphia, where he hosted Bandstand, a local dance party show. The show was so successful that it was picked up nationally by ABC and dubbed American Bandstand. Rock and roll hopefuls and giants alike came to Philadelphia to appear on the show. If Dick Clark played your songs—or better yet—allowed you to play live, you were almost guaranteed success. Clark hosted his way into America’s heart as the handsome, upbeat young man who rubbed shoulders with teens and rock stars alike. But there is a story from Clark’s years at WFIL of a far different kind—a strange experience that he has never quite forgotten.

One morning at the station Dick saw a co-worker coming down the hall. He knew that the fellow had been terribly ill recently, so he was a bit surprised to see him back to work so soon.

Dick stopped his co-worker and they spoke for a few minutes. He inquired about his health and the co-worker said that he was okay but not up to par yet. With that Dick excused himself and moved on so he could prepare for his 3 P.M. show.

A few nights later, Dick was at a party and happened to spot his co-worker’s son among the throng. Dick made his way over to the young man and they chatted a few moments. Dick mentioned that he had seen the young man’s father at work only a few days earlier. The young man looked at Dick quite strangely.

“When was this?” inquired the young man.

Dick thought a moment, and told him the exact day and time.

The young man shook his head. “You must be mistaken. That was the day my father died. In fact, he was in the operating room at 11 A.M. and his heart stopped at just about that time.”

Dick didn’t argue the point but came away a bit shaken. He had no doubt that he had seen the man at 11 A.M. on the day he had apparently died. Had the man come to the office just one more time to check things out? Will we ever know?

Eastern State Penitentiary

When the Cherry Street Prison in Philadelphia was bursting with prisoners, the city fathers realized that they needed to build a new prison. At the time, prisons were places of punishment where people were left to rot until their time was served.

In 1787, Benjamin Franklin gathered the prominent men of Philadelphia together so that they could discuss the problem of the crowded prison. Dr. Benjamin Rush proposed a radical idea—that prisons should be for more than punishment. Prisoners should reflect upon their crimes, spending their time in careful contemplation and reflection. This would allow them to develop regret and penitence in their souls. Rush proposed that a “penitentiary” would be a far better place, and that Pennsylvania could set the standard by designing such a facility. From that discussion came the genesis for Eastern State Penitentiary.

Forty years later this radical penal concept became the basis for a new penitentiary designed by architect John Haviland. Haviland designed a unique building that resembled a wagon wheel. The administration and guards were located in the hub. Seven cell blocks radiate from the central core. It was a simple and effective design that allowed the guards to monitor the prisoners with the least amount of effort. Originally, the penitentiary was designed to hold 250 prisoners but Haviland was prevailed upon to redesign the prison so that it would hold 450 inmates—both male and female.

When Eastern State Penitentiary opened its doors in 1829, it was a marvel of modern engineering and the most expensive American building of its time. It had indoor flush toilets and running water in each cell. It was one of the first public buildings in the nation so equipped—even the White House was not as well outfitted.

The formidable medieval facade of Eastern State was built to intimidate. The cathedral-like atmosphere of the public part of the building is reminiscent of a monastery but—unlike a cloister—the cells were much more uncomfortable. The doors to the cells were so short that the inmates had to stoop and humble themselves in order to enter. Each cell held little besides a bed, a sink, and a commode. The only light came from a narrow skylight in the ceiling that was referred to as the “Eye of God,” because one had to look upward to see light. The only book allowed in the cell was the Bible.

Prisoners faced a bleak existence when they entered the penitentiary. They were taken to a room and stripped. Their bodies were examined and every mole, birthmark, and scar was recorded in a book under their names. Their feet were measured, and they were given a test to see if they could read. Then they were given a number—from that time on it was how they would be identified. The prisoners were instructed that quiet was to be observed at all times. Hoods were placed over the prisoners’ heads, and they were led down the corridor to their cells. They were taken inside and would remain there—except for illness or discipline—until their sentence was up. They would eat and sleep in the cell. They were occasionally taken out for exercise in hooded silence. It was a world of sensory depravation that drove many people mad. The prisoners could not sing, talk to themselves, or make any sound. The guards even wore socks over their shoes to quiet their footfalls. It became a silent hall of torture.

For those who acted out, punishments awaited. Some punishments were adapted from those used in mental hospitals of the time, while others originated within the prison walls.

Prisoners were sent to the Hole for acting out. The Hole was actually one of two cells where the inmates were often stripped and forced to lay on the floor to rest. They had no blankets or any amenities. The prisoners, often sentenced to bread and water or a half ration of bread and water, could be left there for days or even months. One prison guard reportedly offered water to a prisoner who was on the verge of mental and physical collapse after he had spent more than two months in the Hole. The guard was fired for his compassion.

The Mad Chair was another popular form of punishment. Prisoners with restraints on their hands and legs were strapped to the chair so tightly that they lost circulation in their limbs and, on occasion, a person’s limbs would turn black. Even when prisoners were released, their excruciating pain continued and some were even crippled.

The use of a straitjacket was also common. A person could be bound so tightly that it might cut off circulation to the point that the person would be rendered unconscious.

Water baths were often used in mental hospitals as a form of shock treatment. A person would be stripped and placed in a bath of ice-cold water. Eastern State Penitentiary had its own version. They would chain people to a wall and douse them with icewater. In the summer this was bad enough but imagine being chained to a wall outside in the winter and being left dripping wet for hours on end. The guards would often douse prisoners several times with icy water and let them freeze. The damage done by frostbite was terrible to behold. Years later the water treatment would be modified and prisoners would be hosed down with high-pressure hoses while they were chained up.

By far the most feared torture was the iron tongue gag. The iron tongue gag was a five-inch-long piece of metal that was clamped down over the prisoner’s tongue. It was connected to chains on the prisoner’s wrists. If the prisoner moved even slightly, the ruthless tongue gag gouged and mangled his tongue. At least one person died from the tongue gag.

Charles Dickens was a great believer in the reformation of the prison system. He had been in a debtors’ prison as a child and had seen firsthand the cruelty at work within such facilities. When Dickens made his American tour in 1842, he made a stop at Eastern State Penitentiary. After examining the facility and speaking with selected prisoners, Dickens wrote scathingly about conditions at the prison. He would be only one of many critics of the penitentiary system and of Eastern State.

During the Industrial Revolution, the rules changed for the inmates of Eastern State Penitentiary. The prison warden realized that he had a cheap labor pool and so the prisoners went to work. The rule prohibiting speaking was lifted, but only if the prisoners were speaking about work. Later the rule was removed altogether.

In 1929, Chicago mobster Al Capone was arrested in Philadelphia for carrying a concealed weapon. Capone’s arrest came only months after the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre in Chicago that he had ordered. The killings, a clever attempt to take out George “Bugs” Moran, a competitor of Capone’s, failed and Capone’s men only succeeded in killing seven of Moran’s men including his brother-in-law, James “Jimmy” Clark.

Capone received a bit of special treatment during his year at the penitentiary. He was given a large room, which he furnished with antiques, rugs, and oil paintings, and he was allowed to conduct some business while incarcerated there. But Capone didn’t rest easy at the prison. He claimed that he was being haunted by the specter of Jimmy Clark. On many occasions the guards would hear Capone crying out that Jimmy was in his cell. He claimed that Jimmy haunted him and he continued to make this claim until his death years later. Capone was suffering from the beginning effects of an untreated case of syphilis at the time, which could explain his hallucinations, but others claimed that they experienced the same haunting through the years. Capone’s own valet and guards also reportedly saw and heard Jimmy. Years later, guards at Alcatraz prison in San Francisco would also claim to have had experiences in and around Capone’s cell with the ghostly Jimmy.

In 1971, Eastern State Penitentiary closed its doors. The prison that had changed the world was no more. Eventually, the Pennsylvania Prison Society took over the building and began to offer tours. It was then that the ghostly tales of Eastern State Penitentiary began to come to light. Today, a non-profit corporation, Eastern State Penitentiary Historic Site, operates the prison and offers tours—including a popular haunted house.

The men and women housed at Eastern State Penitentiary became shadows of their former selves, locked behind those silent doors. Perhaps that is why the ghosts who linger there only reveal themselves as shadows flitting by. Most hauntings have faces or names, but not at Eastern State Penitentiary.

Cell Block Six and the other older cell blocks are known to be among the most haunted parts of the prison. In those blocks, people repeatedly report seeing shadowy people moving down the hallways and inside the cells. In Cell Block Twelve, crazy laughter is heard as if a madman is housed there. Death Row was the cell block where those facing death with the electric chair “Old Sparky” were housed. People have reported seeing a black figure there, running down the aisle and darting from cell to cell. Some people claim that when they walk through this cell block they hear voices whispering, even though they are totally alone.

In the 1990s, a locksmith named Gary Johnson was in the older section of the prison working on a rusted cell door lock. He was feeling very uncomfortable, as if he were being watched. Repeatedly, Johnson looked up expecting to see someone, but found himself alone. Finally, he glanced up again and saw a black shadow jump across the hallway toward him. Johnson beat a hasty retreat.

The most uncomfortable hauntings seem to be in the infirmary. There people find themselves shaken and frightened without reason. Others hear voices crying out in pain and the sound of sobbing. In this area voices have been recorded on numerous occasions.

The central guard tower is also said to be the home of a ghostly guard. This man has been seen up in the tower walking his eternal watch. When the staff investigates, they find no one in the guard tower.

Eastern State Penitentiary seems to be a place haunted by shadows and furtive ghosts. It seems to have been taken over by the spirits of the inmates and by at least one lonely guard who stands watch. Eastern State Penitentiary is, perhaps, one of Pennsylvania’s most haunted places. For more information on the site and the haunted house events, visit www.easternstate.org.

The Easton Public Library

Disturbing the dead is never a good idea, but it’s done all the time in the name of progress. Cemeteries are often moved to make room for larger roads or to build housing developments, and the results can be disconcerting. In Easton, a cemetery was moved to make room for the new library. Unfortunately for the library, some of the dead didn’t move on.

In 1903, a Carnegie library was slated to be built in Easton and a lot was chosen. But before the library could be built a cemetery had to be moved. That meant that 514 graves had to be disturbed. Most of those in the cemetery had someone to look after them and they were re-interred in other cemeteries, but there were thirty bodies left unclaimed after the graveyard was dug up.

Since no one claimed “Mammy” Elizabeth Bell Morgan she was reburied on the west lawn of the library. William Parsons’s gravesite is in the front yard of the library. The remaining twenty-eight unidentified bodies, along with some unattached body parts, were reburied in a common vault under the northeast driveway into the library.

As can be imagined, the library is a very spirited place. “Mammy” is said to be seen floating across the library lawn at night. She seems a bit upset about being disturbed and reburied. Perhaps she is even upset that no one claimed her.

The driveway where the vault is located has become a trouble spot. The driveway keeps sinking over the vault and has to be repaired frequently.

In the library other spirits remind the living that they are still around. Reports of books being thrown from shelves are not uncommon. People have said that they are touched by ghostly hands while working in the library and yet another presence seems to enjoy messing up the hair of the patrons in the stacks. It’s a bit unnerving to have invisible hands ruffling your hair.

The card file drawers have been known to open and close on their own on occasion. The doors of the library seem to open and close at will as unseen patrons pass through, and the staff have heard many other strange tales from library patrons. However, the staff take it all in stride. As long as the books are not destroyed and the ghosts don’t make a big mess, they’ll be content to clean up and keep the peace. They have learned to share this library with the spirits.

Eerie Bolton Mansion

When Phineas Pemberton, a good friend to William Penn, came to America in 1682 he built his first home not far from Pennsbury Manor. But the land was foggy bottom land and Phineas Pemberton lost his parents, his wife, and several of his children to fevers that he thought were brought on by the dampness of the river. So Pemberton purchased land farther inland and moved the remainder of his family. In 1687, his new home was completed on Holly Hill, named for a hill in England, and he called his home Bolton after his childhood home.

Pemberton married a widow, Anne Harrison, who had one child by her first husband. He brought his bride and her child to Bolton where they raised their blended family. Anne would give birth to several children while living at Bolton. As the family grew and finances allowed, Phineas Pemberton added onto the house.

Pemberton represented William Penn’s interests in business matters in the colony and the two men remained lifelong friends. When Pemberton finally passed away, Penn mourned the loss of his friend and business associate.

The wealthy and politically active Morris family acquired the house by marriage into the Pemberton family. The Morris family renovated and built onto the house until it was worthy to be called a mansion. When the house was done, it was a large and spacious home with twenty-two rooms and fireplaces throughout the building.

As political and moral tides changed, James Morris used his home as part of the Underground Railroad. He built tunnels in the basement that ran all the way to the river so that fugitive slaves could travel without being detected. Once at the river they would be picked up by boats and carried to freedom.

The Civil War brought pain and unrest to many homes, and the Boltons did not escape the anger and frustration. Bolton’s daughter Mary was a beautiful young lady and quite popular in the upperclass society that the Morris family was part of. To James’s horror, Mary fell in love with a common soldier. He was furious and forbade Mary to see the young man again. He believed that Mary was suffering from infatuation, and if he could keep her from the young man until he was called away to battle, she would forget him.

The young man did leave for the war, but Mary did not forget him. She grew more and more despondent each day and her family began to worry about her mental health. But James was adamant and refused to allow Mary contact with her beloved. One day, Mary’s body was found hanging from the main staircase beam. She had chosen death rather than to live without her love.

Mary’s specter has been seen hanging on the main staircase throughout the years. But she is not the only spirit to haunt the mansion. Years ago, a photograph was taken that showed a man’s blue pant leg with a yellow stripe running up it. Was this the leg of the young Union soldier who had been forced to leave Mary in life? Since the young man simply seemed to have disappeared from Mary’s life, there is no way of knowing if he returned dead or alive to claim his love.

Through the years, there have been many other events at the mansion that have spawned ghosts. Years after Mary’s death, a servant hanged himself from a second-story bedroom window. The reason he chose to die has been forgotten, but the man’s spirit seems to have clung to the house. Through the years, several people have reported seeing the man hanging from the window.

In 1938, the Morris family gave the land to the University of Pennsylvania to use as an experimental farm. Students stayed at the mansion and tended the various experimental crops and the livestock on the farm. Soon the students began to claim that they were seeing a young woman hanging from the main staircase. No one ever saw the woman clearly, but many of them caught a glimpse of her. Others claimed to have seen a young girl looking out the windows of the house when they knew that no children were there. And the spirit of a woman was seen in the early morning hours between the house and what had been the servants’ quarters. Was this specter a servant who was still reporting for work? The stories grew to include several black shadows seen in the house and the sound of whispering that more than one startled student claimed to hear while in the basement.

The property was sold to the U.S. Steel Corporation in the late 1940s as housing for their employees who were working at the company’s Fairless Works. The men also began to experience the haunting. The property was subsequently bought by William Levitt, who developed Levittown. The Levitts lived there for several years before donating the property to the township. The once-vast estate had now been whittled down to a five-acre plot, but the mansion house still remained.

The township used the building for the police headquarters, a courthouse, and for other purposes. If the ghosts were still there, no one talked about them anymore. They were just part of the forgotten past of this once magnificent building.

By the 1960s, the municipality had outgrown Bolton Mansion and the building was left sitting vacant. It became derelict, visited only by teens, drug addicts, and vagrants.

The building was scheduled to be torn down when it received a new lease on life, thanks to the Friends of Bolton Mansion. They managed to stop the demolition, but it would take many years to restore the old mansion. No one even remembered that the house had once been considered haunted. All that the Friends of Bolton Mansion wanted was to save the structure.

The ghosts, however, had not disappeared. Neighbors began to report seeing a woman in a long cloak wandering the property at night. Despite the darkness, this young woman is easy to see because she glows softly as she walks along. The woman cries faintly as she searches for something. People believe that she is looking for her lost child but her identity is not known. Some people have speculated that perhaps the woman is looking for the same little girl that visitors and neighbors have seen peering from second-floor windows. The child runs from window to window as if looking for something or someone.

Others have reported seeing a young woman in Civil War–era clothing watching out the windows as people visit the property. She is believed to be the spirit of Mary, who is still seen hanging from the stairs.

At Bolton Mansion the basement is divided into two sections built at different times. The old section was built by Phineas Pemberton, and people get a feeling of being watched in that area. On several occasions, people have seen a woman at the fireplace in the old section tending food. During a tour years ago several people asked about the demonstration of cooking in the basement with the lady in period costume. No one was doing a demonstration of cooking in the basement that day—in costume or without one.

James Morris constructed the second basement in an L shape. Here he hid the entrance to the tunnels in the smaller part of the L-shaped section. This section has a dirt floor and is very dark. Through the years, many people have reported that they have heard a little girl singing near the tunnel entrance. Others see figures shifting in the dark shadows, as if hiding. Years ago, a paranormal group did an investigation in the second basement and had a most disconcerting experience. One team member insisted that he felt a little girl’s hands touching him. Across the room, members of the team working a thermal camera saw little ghostly hands on his shirt.

The strangest confirmation of the ghosts came in 1971 when Professor Don Gibson decided to use Bolton Mansion for an experiment on paranoid reactions. He wanted to place people in a stressful situation and record their reactions. He chose the house because it seemed to be haunted.

Gibson and his staff got more than they bargained for. The building did not cooperate with them. There were electrical and equipment failures, despite the fact that their equipment worked when it had been tested before leaving the lab and worked once again when returned to the lab. Some of the test subjects insisted that they had seen a young woman who seemed to be looking for a child. This recurring story had not been related to them before the experiment so they had no prior knowledge. However, the most intriguing result was that Gibson’s staff all experienced haunting phenomena despite having made up the stories told to the subjects. They had not believed that the structure was truly haunted. Gibson noted that, though the subjects knew nothing about the house, they consistently came up with the same stories in the same areas. And the stories they related were the very ones known to historically be attached to those areas.

Even science could not dispel the spirits of the Bolton Mansion, and today the building is still used by the public. The Friends of Bolton Mansion have learned to embrace and enjoy the spirits who, from time to time, share the grand old mansion with them.

The Ghost of the State Theatre

Theaters are all supposed to be haunted, so it should come as no surprise that the State Theatre in Easton is haunted, but the validity of the ghost story might surprise some folks for the ghost of the State Theatre is well known. In fact, he’s affectionately called Fred.

The State Theatre—now the State Theatre Center for the Arts—was built in 1925 and designed by architect William H. Lee of Philadelphia to replace a smaller theater that had been on the same site. Lee built a masterpiece of architectural design. The inspiration for the building was the Davanzanti Palace in Florence, Italy, with touches of old Spanish architecture. The result was a unique blending of beauty and grace that is the State Theatre.

The building was originally home to live theater but after the age of vaudeville died it became a movie theater. J. Fred Osterstock managed the building for the entire time it showed movies—from the 1930s until the 1960s. Fred, as he is still called, loved the building immensely—it became the center of his life. He even lived in his office during a flood in 1955 so that he could protect the structure.

In the 1970s Fred passed away, and the building fell on hard times. The beautiful decorative frescoes and artwork were painted over. The building was used to host rock concerts. Apparently, it was more than the spirit of Fred could bear—it was during this time that the first ghostly incidents were reported.

The first folks to meet up with Fred were the maintenance staff. One night they saw a man standing in the back of the theater and they approached him to see why he was trespassing. When they drew near to the fellow, he simply disappeared. The man they had seen seemed very real and they had not even thought about ghosts until he vanished into thin air.

The maintenance staff was destined to have several more run-ins with Fred. One night they saw him enter a utility closet and followed him, thinking that he was a trespasser. When they got there no one was in the closet. Still, they decided to be safe and called the police, who found no one either.

Later, the maintenance staff saw the trespasser again and they called the police for a second time. This time the police who responded brought along police dogs. The dogs seemed to sense a presence but they refused to go after it. Instead, their hackles rose and they growled at a sight that apparently only they could see.

One evening in the late 1970s, historian Ken Klabunde was shutting down the building when he saw a figure walking off the stage. Klabunde was so intrigued that he went home and looked through old pictures of the theater until he found the figure he had seen. It was Fred!

By 1981, the building was in such bad shape that it was scheduled to be demolished, but a group of citizens banded together to save the building. They called themselves the Friends of the State Theatre and they were able to save the structure. Since they befriended the building it has been renovated and restored. Today live theater and concerts are performed in the building once more, and Fred is still watching over it all.

He has been a popular draw for the building and they have even hosted radio shows there at Halloween when the living have sought to talk to Fred.

Fred is a welcomed and celebrated addition to the State Theatre and when the Friends of the State Theatre decided to give out their own version of the Oscar awards locally they named them the Freddy Awards. Fred must be pleased. He is still a part of the life of the theater and he shows no signs of retiring again.

The Ghosts of the Downingtown Tunnels

An entire set of legends and ghost stories has been created around the old railroad tunnels in Downingtown, Chester County. The tunnels were built in 1912 to facilitate a crossing over the Brandywine Creek. Even before the tunnels were completed, tragedy struck—a group of Irish workmen were buried alive when the tunnel they were digging collapsed. The area where the tunnels are located soon became known locally as “the murderous mile.”

The tunnels are often referred to as the “Twin Tunnels” despite the fact that there are actually three tunnels below the railroad bridge. Because the tunnels bent to accommodate the tracks, the far end cannot be seen. This leaves visitors feeling like they are walking into a wall of blackness that will simply swallow them up. Each tunnel is broken about halfway through by a shaft of light from above, and perhaps this is why the tunnels were called the “Twin Tunnels.” This shaft cut in the ceiling of the tunnels gives the illusion that there are actually two separate short tunnels in each section. Brandywine Creek runs through one tunnel, but the other two are abandoned and filled with debris. Trains still rattle along topside, but the area below is desolate and littered with trash. Usually hikers, fishermen, and children exploring are the only ones who visit the tunnels, but at night local folks go there to scare themselves and each other silly. There are said to be several ghosts that haunt the tunnels.

For the most part, the stories are the stuff of urban legends. A young unwed mother is supposed to haunt the tunnels where she hanged herself. She is seen swinging from the rope she used to end her tragic life.

Other people claim that a dark man is seen walking the tunnels. He is variously associated with the Irish workers who died there and with another violent story. A man beat his son to death and took his broken body to the tunnels to hide it. When the father died, he was doomed to walk the tunnels forever looking for the spirit of his lost son.

But beyond the folktales created by teens and the urban legends that are legion around such desolate places, there is another story that is tragically true. On July 11, 1995, a suitcase was found at the edge of the Brandywine Creek just outside one of the tunnels. The suitcase smelled of decay, and the unlucky fisherman who found it hurriedly called the police. The police discovered the partial remains of a young woman in the suitcase. She had obviously been there for several days in the heat. The young woman was missing some of her appendages. Months later the girl’s legs would be found elsewhere. It was obvious to the police that this was not the murder site, but it was the dump site for an unfortunate victim. The identity of the young woman is unknown and her murderer remains at large. The police could not generate enough clues to identify the young woman—she is simply referred to as the “Suitcase Jane Doe.” A computer-generated sketch of the girl was made along with a reconstruction of her head, but even those did not help as she remains unidentified.

Does this mysterious murdered girl haunt the tunnels? Do the trapped Irish workmen still wander there? Whoever the spirits are, the Downingtown Tunnels seem filled with ghostly lore and grisly graffiti including the spray-painted words “Dead Girl.” It’s a lonely and scary place where danger and spirits co-exist.

The Ghosts of the General Wayne Inn

The General Wayne Inn in Merion, Montgomery County, was built in 1704, and was originally called the Wayside Tavern. It was a tavern stand that offered comfort to travelers journeying westward. The inn was very popular and for forty-two years Robert Jones ran his business there. When Jones died, Anthony Tunis purchased the property and he changed the name to the Ordinary Tunis. It was during Tunis’s ownership that a very popular idea began—prepared food. Tunis realized that travelers might not be able to wait for a good sit-down meal so he began to offer pre-cooked meals such as pork pies and grog for those on the go.

Benjamin Franklin, the postmaster general of the colonies, is believed to have visited the inn in 1763 on his inspection tour of the province. He is even reported to have helped sort the mail at the inn’s post office.

The inn changed hands once again in May of 1776. It was purchased by Abraham Streeper and his wife who changed the name to Streeper’s Inn. Abraham Streeper enlisted in the Colonial Army soon after buying the inn, and his wife was left to run the business.

It was during the American Revolution that the inn hosted the likes of “Mad Anthony” Wayne, George Washington, George Ross, George Clymer, and many other members of the Continental Congress. The establishment was renamed for Wayne in 1795 when he was feted at the inn on his return from his victory at the Battle of Fallen Timbers.

Mrs. Streeper clearly supported the American cause and she allowed American spies to use the inn. There they listened to British and Hessian mercenaries as they talked freely while imbibing too much.

Mrs. Streeper must have had mixed feelings when the British Army commandeered the inn for quarters. On one hand, spying was much more dangerous—many of the spies such as Captain Allen McLane now had to avoid the inn. On the other hand, the constant contact with the British and Hessians offered opportunities to hear stray bits of information that could be very important to the American cause, particularly when the alcohol was flowing. Rumors swirled that a tunnel was being dug by the Americans into the basement of the inn so that they could continue to spy. If there is any truth to the tale, it might explain the first ghost believed to haunt the site.

According to the story, a Hessian soldier went to the basement to fetch a cask of liquor for the celebration of a victorious battle against the Americans. However, the young man never returned, he had simply disappeared. It is believed that he surprised the American spies who had to kill him to keep him quiet. They then buried the body in the tunnel where it would never be found.
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