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INTRODUCTION



Texas is a state of many faces. It is home to bustling metroplexes such as Dallas–Fort Worth, where thousands of people work in towering buildings of glass and steel. It is a land of rolling prairies, dotted with cattle ranches and oil wells. It is a historical landscape, where tourists flock annually to visit missions and battle sites. It is a melting pot, enriched by a mixture of Native American, Hispanic, and European cultures. Texas is, in short, a panoramic paradox.


The lore of Texas is simultaneously conventional and unique. Some of the tales bear the stamp of European folklore. For example, “The Lady of White Rock Lake” story is essentially “The Vanishing Hitchhiker,” variants of which can be found across the globe. Another legend, that of La Llorona, is Hispanic in origin, and versions of the story can be found in Spanish-speaking countries all over the world. Other tales, like “El Muerto,” are a blend of European and Hispanic oral traditions. Some of the legends are imbued with a sense of time and place that is unique to Texas, however. A prime example is the large body of lore that has been generated by the Alamo.


As in most states rich in history, much of the folklore of Texas is the product of conflict, and several tales deal with warfare. Even though the Civil War did have an impact on Texas, most of the state’s war-related ghost stories deal with the struggle for independence from Mexico. Others focus on the culture clashes between ethnic groups: settlers and Native Americans or white Europeans and their Hispanic neighbors.


Emerging from these conflicts is a parade of heroes, villains, and victims. The Texas Rangers and the defenders of the Alamo figure prominently in some of the state’s best-known ghost stories. Women, such as Emily Morgan, are afforded heroic status in a few of the tales. The defeat and subsequent humiliation of the greatest villain in Texas history, General Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna, is celebrated in Texas ghostlore. The victims in many of these tales are women, such as Chipita Rodriguez, who suffered unjustly because of racial prejudice.


Texas has a large number of haunted house stories as well, although not all of the haunted places are private residences. Haunted restaurants, bars, and hotels attract thousands of ghost seekers to Texas each year in hopes of having a close encounter with their otherworldly occupants. Like most southerners, Texans are proud of the ghosts and often use them to attract customers to their establishments. As the stories in this book indicate, the ghosts in these places do not really seem to mind the presence of outsiders. In fact, a number of them appear to take pleasure in interacting with tourists.


The stories in this volume are merely a representative sample of the state’s rich body of ghostlore. Texas is a very large state, and because of its size, it seems to have produced more ghost stories and weird tales than most of the other states in the Union. Therefore, it would be impossible to include every haunted business, school, or house in a book of this size. After you’ve enjoyed all of these stories, read a book or article in the Recommended Reading section. It is my hope that Haunted Texas will whet your appetite for even more of the state’s ghost stories.
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EAST TEXAS



EAST TEXAS LARGELY CONSISTS of the prairie plains, which feature alternating belts of rugged and rolling hills covered with oak and hickory forests. The region’s rich soil makes it ideally suited for agriculture. Some of the state’s best-known cities—Austin, Beaumont, Nacogdoches, and Waco—were founded here. This heavily populated area is dotted with hotels, restaurants, cemeteries, and universities, many of which are said to be haunted.



THE AMAZING RESURRECTION OF OLD RIP



By the turn of the century, Eastland County had become a bustling, thriving community. After the Texas and Pacific and the Texas Central railroads reached the county in 1881, the population increased from 549 to 2,510. A number of new towns were established, including Ranger, Delmar, Okra, Rising Star, Minrod, and Romney. Between 1880 and 1890, cotton was responsible for much of the county’s growth. Ironically, Eastland County’s most famous resident at this time was not even human.


In 1897, the Dallas Morning News ran a story based on a Native American belief that horned toads could live a very long time without food, water, or air by going into a suspended state of animation. On July 29, just a few weeks after this story was published, the citizens of Eastland County gathered at the county seat to observe the laying of the cornerstone of the new brick courthouse. Among the people who stood around waiting to place a special object inside the cornerstone was a local electrician named E. E. Wood. In his pocket was a horned toad. On his way to the courthouse, he had observed his son playing with the creature in the yard, and on a whim, Wood decided to test the validity of the claims made in the newspaper article. After watching people place a Bible, a newspaper, and a bottle of whiskey inside the cornerstone, Wood stepped forward and gently placed his son’s little pet lizard inside on top of the other objects. Soon thereafter, a sheet of galvanized iron was placed over the cornerstone and mortared in place.


By 1928, thirty-one years after E. E. Wood placed the horned toad inside the cornerstone, Eastland County had outgrown the old courthouse. The building was in such a sad state of disrepair that it was razed. Only the eight-foot section of wall containing the cornerstone was left standing. On “opening day,” more than three thousand people watched as a tractor pulled down the wall. They had been drawn to the county seat by a series of articles, written by a local newspaperman named Boyce House, which speculated that Wood’s horned toad was still alive. After the dust cleared, only the cornerstone remained. One of the spectators was E. E. Wood, who, along with his grown son, gazed intently as workmen pried off the iron lid. A minister, Reverend Singleton, walked up to the cornerstone and peered inside. He then turned to the crowd and announced that the horned toad was clearly visible. At that point, an oilman named Eugene Day stepped forward, reached inside the cornerstone, and picked up the little creature. He handed it to the county judge, who held up the lizard by one leg and displayed it to the crowd. People gasped as the animal began to twitch and inflate itself. Suddenly the crowd erupted in cheers.


The horned toad, which by this time had acquired the name Old Rip, was placed in a cigar box and taken to the local clinic. X-rays showed that with the exception of a broken leg, Old Rip was fine. The creature was then placed in a goldfish bowl and displayed in the window of a local store.


Word of the miracle spread throughout Eastland County and beyond. Boyce House’s story of the reptile’s revival was picked up by the United Press. Newsreel companies descended on Eastland to film the little lizard. Before long, the horned toad’s image appeared on movie screens across the nation. A few weeks after Rip’s miraculous resurrection, he went on tour. Rip made public service announcements and endorsed tennis shoes. He is also reputed to have sat on Calvin Coolidge’s desk. Robert Ripley featured him in his “Believe It or Not” column.


Eventually, Old Rip returned to Eastland, where he spent his last days in a goldfish bowl in E. E. Woods’s front window. The reptilian celebrity was spoiled by neighborhood children, who fed him handfuls of red ants. The end finally came for Old Rip in January 1929, when the temperature dropped and the little horned toad froze in the unheated front room. A taxidermist preserved Rip’s body, and it was placed in a special case designed by a local casket company. Old Rip can be seen today in the Eastland County Courthouse. Even in death, Old Rip is still a big draw to the sleepy little Texas town.


THE LADY OF WHITE ROCK LAKE


According to folklorist Jan Harold Brunvand, stories of a “riding ghost” have been circulated in the United States since the nineteenth century, when people regaled each other while sitting by campfires or the fireplace hearth with ghostly tales, including one of a girl who would hop on the back of a horse when the rider passed by a certain stretch of woods. As soon as he dropped the girl off at her destination, she disappeared. The invention of the automobile sparked a revival of these old stories, especially in the 1930s, with the phantom now appearing as a hitchhiker. One of these tales is set in the White Rock Lake area, not far from Dallas.


The most commonly told version took place during Prohibition, when a college girl attended a party on a boat floating on White Rock Lake. During the course of the party, she got into an argument with her boyfriend. With tears in her eyes, she climbed into his car and headed north on Garland Road. As she approached the turn at the top of the hill, she stomped on the accelerator by mistake. The car soared down the hill and plunged into the lake with the girl at the wheel.


The girl drowned in the accident, but it seems that her spirit is still trying to make its way back home. For more than half a century, a number of drivers following the road around the lake have claimed they encountered the shivering figure of a young girl in a white dress standing on the roadside. As the story goes, the girl climbs into the backseat and gives directions to a lakeside house. On the way, she tells a harrowing tale of driving into the lake and narrowly escaping from the submerged vehicle. After the driver pulls into the driveway of the house and looks in the rearview mirror, nothing is there except for a puddle of water on the backseat.


In another version, a girl in a white dress knocks on the door of a lakeside house. She tells the homeowner that she has had an accident and needs to use the telephone. As she walks through the doorway, she vanishes, leaving only a puddle of water on the floor.


THE GHOSTS OF THE EXCELSIOR


In the nineteenth century, the town of Jefferson was known as the “Riverport to the Southwest.” Riverboats brought hundreds of settlers to Jefferson, intent on making their fortune. One of these passengers was William Perry, who built a small hotel close to the Big Cypress River in 1858. In the 1860s and 1870s, a southwest wing was added to the hotel, which was known as the Irving House. Following Perry’s death, the hotel was acquired in 1887 by Mrs. Kate Wood, who renamed it the Excelsior. Constructed of brick and timber, the hotel attracted luminaries from around the world, including Oscar Wilde, Ulysses S. Grant, Rutherford B. Hayes, and Lady Bird Johnson. Railroad tycoon Jay Gould, who left the hotel without paying his bill, signed the register with his characteristic “jay bird.” Today the second-oldest hotel in Texas is also believed to be one of the most haunted.


Staff and guests have had strange experiences in the Excelsior for many years. One night, a clerk standing behind the front desk noticed a woman in a black dress walk out of the manager’s room. The ghostly figure moved across the hall and entered the clerk’s room. Although she was scared to death, the clerk’s curiosity overrode her fears. She walked into the room, where she clearly saw the black-clad figure walk into the bathroom and disappear. Back in the 1970s, a woman was sleeping in the Rutherford B. Hayes Room when unseen hands pulled the blanket off the bed. She got out of bed and checked the door to see if someone had entered her room while she was asleep. The door was locked, just as she had left it.


The most haunted room in the Excelsior Hotel is the Jay Gould Room. Spectral figures, ghostly voices in the attic, and a rocking chair that rocks by itself are some of the phenomena that people have reported over the years here. A cleaning lady who frequently felt another presence in the room when she was by herself claimed to have seen a headless ghost in the Jay Gould Room. She never entered the room alone after that harrowing incident. In 1974, Steven Spielberg, who was directing the film Sugarland Express in the area, booked the Jay Gould Room for the night. At 2 a.m., Spielberg, by his own admission, “freaked out”: “I made everyone pack up and leave. We drove to the nearest Holiday Inn, and everyone was hot at me. Normally, I’m not superstitious.”


Two journalists had strange experiences in the Jay Gould Room at different times. In the 1970s, newspaper columnist Frank X. Tolbert was awakened at 3:35 a.m. by the sound of sirens. He happened to look over at the wardrobe and was surprised to find that the doors, which he had closed before going to bed, were standing wide open. Tolbert closed the doors and went back to sleep. When he woke up the next morning, the wardrobe doors were wide open again. A few years later, a retired ABC reporter was sleeping in the Jay Gould Room with his wife. In the middle of the night, he got up and went to the bathroom. Before returning to bed, he shut the bathroom door. As he was drifting off to sleep, he noticed the bathroom door slowly opening by itself. Mumbling to himself, he climbed out of bed and shut the door. A couple hours later, he got up again to go to the bathroom. He turned the doorknob, but the knob refused to turn. It was as if someone were holding on to it from the other side. When he finally got the door open, he felt that he was not alone. He looked around and was shocked to see a young woman wearing a black dress and veil. After a few terrifying moments, the woman vanished, leaving behind her the pungent smell of perfume. He tried to fall asleep, but a knocking sound from behind the headboard kept him awake for the remainder of the night. Spending a night at the Excelsior House taught the journalists an important lesson: that sometimes truth really is stranger than fiction.



THE DEAD LIVE ON AT THE CATFISH PLANTATION



In 1895, a farmer named Anderson built the quaint Victorian home that now houses the Catfish Plantation Restaurant in Waxahachie. In 1920, his daughter Elizabeth was strangled in the ladies’ room by an ex-boyfriend on her wedding day. She was wearing her wedding dress at the time. In the 1930s, a farmer known today only as Will also died in the house. In 1970, Caroline Jenkins Mooney, who had lived in the house with her husband since 1953, became the third and final person to die in the house. She was eighty years old at the time of her death.


After 1970, a number of restaurants operated in the old house. When Tom and Melissa Baker transformed the Anderson House into the Catfish Plantation, they were totally unaware that after they opened, they would be serving their customers more than just hush puppies, green beans, and fish.


Shortly after the Catfish Plantation opened for business, Tom and Melissa began to have strange experiences. One morning, Melissa walked into the restaurant and was surprised to find a pot of coffee brewing in the kitchen. Not long thereafter, she opened the door and almost knocked over a stainless steel tea urn sitting in the middle of the kitchen floor. Several coffee cups were stacked inside. Over the next few months, customers and employees began hearing strange noises. They also noticed that clocks reset themselves to different times and that objects moved on their own.


With the aid of a psychic researcher, Tom and Melissa were able to attribute the source of the phenomena to the spirits of the three people who had died in the Anderson House. Will, a Depression-era farmer, confines himself to the front porch most of the time. Police driving past the Catfish Plantation one day saw a man in bib overalls standing on the porch. When they walked up the walk to investigate, the man disappeared. Will might also be responsible for some of the cold spots in the house. The ghost of Elizabeth Anderson has been seen wearing a wedding dress inside the restaurant. Her manifestation is often accompanied by the scent of roses. She is also credited as being the unseen presence who touches customers while they are eating. Caroline is by the far the noisiest, and probably the angriest, of the three entities. She slams doors, throws coffee cups, and breaks glasses, providing proof that ghosts can be just as subject to tantrums as some human beings.



THE MYSTERY OF GRANBURY’S MUMMY



According to the historical account, on April 26, 1865, at 2 p.m., federal cavalry troops trapped Abraham Lincoln’s assassin, John Wilkes Booth, and an accomplice named David Herold in a tobacco barn on the Garrett Farm in Virginia. The officer in charge ordered Booth to walk through the door or he would set the barn afire. Herold emerged from the barn, but Booth did not. After soldiers torched the barn, they heard gunfire from inside. Federals immediately broke into the barn and dragged out John Wilkes Booth, who had a broken leg and a bullet in his neck. They laid Booth on the ground, and he died a few minutes later.


Some people in Texas disagree with the accepted version of Booth’s demise, however. They believe that Lincoln’s murderer eluded his captors and eventually ended up in the little town of Granbury.


In a book published in 1907, The Escape and Suicide of John Wilkes Booth, a lawyer named Finis J. Bates wrote about a former client of his who called himself John St. Helen. A bartender, St. Helen, who moved to Granbury in the 1870s, was indicted for selling tobacco and whiskey without a license. As it turned out, the federal marshal had confused him with a man who had previously operated the store that St. Helen was running. The bartender retained Bates as his lawyer anyway and told him that he could not go to court because his name was not really St. Helen. The case was dropped after St. Helen agreed to pay all of the former owner’s expenses.


Afterward, St. Helen and Bates became friends. Bates was struck by the fact that in his off hours, St. Helen was fond of reciting Shakespeare. One night, Bates learned that his friend was dying and his presence was requested at St. Helen’s death bed. As the lawyer walked into St. Helen’s bedroom, the ailing man gestured for Bates to come to his bedside and bend over. In a harsh whisper, St. Helen confessed that he was actually John Wilkes Booth. He had been hired by Vice President Andrew Johnson to kill President Lincoln. He had escaped from Garrett’s tobacco barn by changing clothes with another man and exiting before the soldiers arrived.


To Bates’s—and St. Helen’s—surprise, he survived his illness and resumed his career as a bartender. People say that when he sampled a little too much of his own wares, he told his customers that he had killed Lincoln and adopted the name of St. Helen. Meanwhile, Bates notified the War Department that the real John Wilkes Booth was now living in Granbury, Texas, but his story was ignored. Around the turn of the century, St. Helen left Granbury, and Bates lost track of him.


Then in 1903, a painter named David E. George committed suicide by ingesting arsenic in Enid, Oklahoma, after having admitted to several people that he was John Wilkes Booth. The local undertaker embalmed George’s body and waited for the government or Booth’s relatives to claim him. After waiting several months, the undertaker gave the corpse to Bates, thinking that he would give it a proper burial. Instead, Bill Evans, the carnival king, rented the mummy from Bates for $1,000 every twenty weeks and furnished a $40,000 bond.


A year later, Bates died, and Evans purchased the mummy from Bates’s widow for $1,000. Soon, though, Evans discontinued his road show and retired to a potato farm in Cedlo. Evans left Cedlo with the now-famous mummy in 1932. Some people believe that Evans took the mummy back east, where Booth’s grandniece identified it as the corpse of her notorious uncle. She then bought the corpse from Evans and had it buried. Neither this story nor the true identity of the mummy has ever been substantiated, however.


THE INFAMOUS GHOST OF THE GRANBURY OPERA HOUSE


Granbury is the county seat of Hood County. The town was founded on forty acres of property donated by J. and J. H. Nutt. It was named after General Hiram Bronsom Granbury, who led Confederate troops from Hood County into battle. After Granbury became a stop on the Fort Worth and Rio Grande Railway, the little town experienced a growth spurt. Thirty-nine buildings, constructed mostly of limestone, were erected in the span of just a few years. These buildings housed several saloons, gun shops, a bank, a farm supply store, a beef market, and the sheriff’s office and jail.


One of the most imposing of these nineteenth-century structures was the Granbury Opera House. When it was built in 1886, the opera house shared space with a saloon and, as its website says, “performed many forms of entertainment.” As a result of this lucrative but decidedly controversial arrangement, the Granbury Opera House was one of the businesses that was forced to close its doors after Carrie Nation organized the Women’s Christian Temperance Union around the turn of the century.


The opera house remained closed from 1911 until June 1975, when it reopened after extensive renovations. A charter member of the League of Historic American Theaters, the Granbury Opera House is, in reality, a complex consisting of the theater, a company dormitory, dressing rooms, rehearsal space, a building for costume construction, and a structure for housing scenes and props. The 303-seat theater now attracts seventy-five thousand people annually, many of whom are lured to the old opera house by its enduring ghost legend.


As the previous story relates, some longtime residents of Granbury believe that John Wilkes Booth miraculously managed to elude his pursuers after assassinating President Abraham Lincoln on April 14, 1865, and fled to their town, where he went by the name of John St. Helen. One of the bars St. Helen operated was located next door to the Granbury Opera House. Unable to leave his acting career behind him, Booth, under his new name, occasionally performed Shakespeare at the Granbury Opera House. Some of the workers at the opera house are convinced that the ghost of John Wilkes Booth is likewise reluctant to abandon the theater entirely. Director Mary Van Kleek says that some people have heard footsteps pacing in the balcony. Those privileged few who have beheld the apparition describe him as wearing a white shirt, dark pants, and high boots. Booth’s ghost has also been accused of moving props, turning lights off and on, and opening and closing doors. Evidently the ghost of John Wilkes Booth has taken the expression “the show must go on” very seriously.


THE ALIEN’S GRAVE IN AURORA


The little town of Aurora got its start in the late 1850s, when settlers began moving into the area. One of these settlers, William O. Stanfield, was so taken with the beauty of the region that he named it Aurora. The town was incorporated on August 21, 1882; by the mid-1880s, it had two schools, two hotels, two cotton gins, and fifteen small businesses.


Aurora experienced a serious setback in 1888, when the fear of an outbreak of spotted fever produced a mass exodus. The town was dealt another blow in 1891, when the Fort Worth and Denver City Railroad decided to bypass the town. But then in 1897, when it appeared that Aurora was on its way to becoming a footnote in Texas history, something happened that made it the focus of the state’s attention.


On April 18 of that year, an Aurora cotton buyer named S. E. Hayden wrote a newspaper story detailing the collision of what he described as a cigar-shaped flying object with Judge J. S. Proctor’s windmill. The airship, as it became known, burst into pieces. Hayden reported that some of the fragments were sketched with a type of hieroglyphics, and that townsfolk searching through the debris were shocked to find the body of a small alien, dubbed “the Martian pilot,” which was then buried in the Aurora cemetery. Newspapers in both Fort Worth and Dallas reported the extraordinary event.


At the time, many believed that Hayden had invented the story to attract attention to a dying town. When the post office closed in 1901, it appeared that Hayden’s “prank” had failed. Then in 1939, Aurora underwent a revival with the construction of State Highway 114. Aurora experienced yet another rebirth in the 1970s, when it became a bedroom community of Fort Worth. The nation’s fascination with the little alien resting in the Aurora cemetery was revived as well in 1973, when a group of researchers from the International UFO Bureau spent three months analyzing the grave with a metal detector. The group was unable to secure permission to exhume the body, however. At the time of the study, the alien’s grave was still marked with a tombstone. After the study was completed, director Hayden Hewes told a reporter from United Press International (UPI) that the occupant of the grave “was not an inhabitant of this world.” Two days later, the UPI interviewed a ninety-year-old resident of Aurora who had been fifteen years old at the time of the crash. She said that her parents had gone out to the crash site, but they told her to stay home. She asserted that the being interred in the cemetery was indeed an alien.


Not long after the UPI stories were published, the Associated Press reported on a professor from the University of North Texas who had found some intriguing metallic fragments near the Oates gas station on the site of the Proctor Farm. One of the fragments was unusual because it appeared to be iron but lacked magnetic properties. Also, iron is dull and brittle, but the professor’s fragment was shiny and malleable. The story faded away but was revived once more with the 1987 release of the movie Aurora Encounter.


The alien’s tombstone is gone now, having been stolen in 1973. A photograph of the tombstone has been placed at the grave. Since the 1973 investigation, a number of people have petitioned the town for permission to dig up the alien, but all requests have been denied. Maybe the town fathers believe that aliens have just as much right to rest in peace as human beings do.



THE MOURNFUL SPIRIT OF FANTHORP INN



In 1832, an Englishman named Henry Fanthorp migrated to Texas. Two years later, he built a dogtrot log house on eleven hundred acres in Anderson for himself and his wife, Rachel. A shrewd businessman, Fanthorp purchased his land for only 25 cents per acre. After being appointed postmaster by the provisional Texas government in 1835, Henry realized the financial advantage of offering goods and services to visitors, and in 1840, Rachel founded an inn to serve passengers riding the stagecoach across East Texas on the road that crossed his land.


Fanthorp made extensive renovations to the inn between 1848 and 1859 to accommodate more guests. Residents of Anderson not only picked up their mail at the inn, but also gathered in the parlor to play cards, drink liquor, or read one of the two newspapers Fanthorp subscribed to. The inn also served as a dance hall, polling place, and Masonic lodge. Illustrious travelers visited the inn as well, including Sam Houston, Anson Jones, Zachary Taylor, Jefferson Davis, Robert E. Lee, and Stonewall Jackson.
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