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Introduction

Haunted Ohio is a unique tour of the Buckeye State, one that crosses both space and time. This collection of tales of the supernatural illustrates the geography and history of the great state of Ohio. The stories of ghosts, witches, monsters, and aliens from outer space take you to every part of Ohio, from the shores of Lake Erie to the banks of the mighty Ohio River, from the Appalachian Hills to the western flatlands, from the great cities to remote farms. Every part of the state has its tales of the supernatural, traditions of haunted buildings, ghostly apparitions, UFO appearances, and scary witches. You will meet the ghosts of the rich and famous—presidents, first ladies, and military heroes—as well as the shades of ordinary folks such as schoolteachers, firefighters, and coal miners.

Just why do we find tales of ghosts, witches, and monsters so fascinating? Why are there so many popular movies, television shows, books, and articles with supernatural themes? This fascination with the realm of spirits is a constant and major theme throughout history. Great writers from William Shakespeare to Stephen King have intrigued and entertained us with stories in which ghosts and witches play important roles.

What scares you? Did you really catch a glimpse of a strange figure on the stairs, or was it only your imagination? Are those creaking sounds up in the attic just an old house responding to the wind or something much more disturbing, some supernatural presence?

It is said that a wise man once was asked if he believed in ghosts. “No,” was his reply, “but I am afraid of them.” Are you one of the many who would agree, not certain that there are spirits out there haunting the living, but not sure that there aren’t?

Whether you happen to be a true believer in the supernatural, a firm skeptic, or part of the uncertain, unconvinced middle, you can enjoy a good story. In this guided tour of haunted Ohio, you will meet both legendary figures like Mike Fink and Johnny Appleseed and historic personages like abolitionist John Brown and sharpshooter Annie Oakley. You will encounter Satan himself, in several guises, as well as heroic clergymen, courageous warriors, and a gentle poet. Supernatural snakes, a toad that was really a witch, a truly scary phantom cat, and a dog that chased ghosts likewise all await your acquaintance. Enjoy your visit with Ohio’s many ghosts, monsters, devils, and witches. And lock all your doors at night.











Lakeshore

The Lakeshore region of Ohio stretches along the shores of Lake Erie from the Pennsylvania border to the Toledo metropolitan area at the Michigan border. This region includes the great industrial center of Cleveland as well as many charming lakeshore resorts, including the islands north of Sandusky and Port Clinton. This land of Indian warriors, great industrialists, smugglers, and sailors has its dark side, with stories of the supernatural including a presidential ghost, a vampire cat, and a mysterious fortune-teller.

A Presidential Ghost

Is it possible for one ghost to haunt several different locations? And if it is, do the spirits travel instantaneously? Many believe that ghosts choose to appear, if at all, at places that had special meaning to the living person or where the body is buried.

The phantom of James A. Garfield, twentieth president of the United States, reportedly has been seen, at various times, in the White House; in his last home before becoming president, in Mentor, Ohio; and in Hiram, Ohio, where he was a student working his way through college as a janitor, and later as an English teacher and college president. His ghost, some claim, has also been seen at Elberon, on the New Jersey shore, where he died.


[image: ]



A number of recent sightings suggest that at least on occasion, Garfield’s ghost chooses to haunt his tomb in Cleveland’s Lakeview Cemetery. Some think that his spirit began to haunt the tomb after Garfield’s beloved wife, Lucretia, joined her martyred husband in death, having outlived him by thirty-six years.

All deaths by violence are tragic, but James Garfield’s agonizing death was especially sad in that better medical care—or more exactly, less intrusive medical care—could have saved his life. It is a curiosity that out of four U.S. presidents who have been assassinated, two were from Ohio—James Garfield and William McKinley. McKinley and Garfield also shared other common circumstances: Both were wounded by the assassin’s bullet, and both survived for a time, though critically wounded—McKinley for a few days, and Garfield for eighty days. Whereas Lincoln and Kennedy both suffered massive head wounds that they could not have survived, McKinley probably could have been saved if modern antibiotics were available, and Garfield definitely would have lived if his infection had been controlled by antibiotics.

Although many Civil War veterans at the time were walking around with bullets lodged in them, Garfield’s doctors probed endlessly with nonsterile fingers and instruments trying to retrieve the bullet. In doing so, they spread the infection, which eventually overwhelmed the president. At his trial, the assassin, Charles Guiteau, commented that it was Garfield’s doctors, not the bullet, that really killed him. True, but it was beside the point. Guiteau was executed.

Now, almost 130 years after his agonizingly prolonged struggle with infection, James Garfield’s ghost is said to roam about his impressive memorial, a tower 50 feet in diameter and 180 feet high, with a chapel in which his casket—and perhaps his ghost—can be viewed.

The Vampire Cat

A farmer near the charming little town of Geneva learned about vampires the hard way—he inadvertently created one. All he wanted to do was to raise an aggressive house cat to control mice in his barn.

Most farmers find it wise to keep a few cats around the farm. Fred Ross was no exception. After his best mouser died of old age, Fred was lucky enough to find a stray kitten abandoned by the side of the road. It was pathetic. Its eyes barely open, it was weak from hunger. Did this half-dead furball have a future as an aggressive hunter of vermin?

Fred had an inspiration. Instead of coddling it with warm milk and canned cat food, the kitten would be raised on blood and guts. A butchered hog provided plenty of fresh gore. Much to Fred’s delight, the helpless kitten quickly grew into a mean killing machine. The cat, now named Tiger, began proudly delivering dead mice, rats, rabbits, and birds to the Rosses’ front doorstep, the feline equivalent of bragging.

It took Fred a while to realize that Tiger was not eating much of his prey, but in fact always drained the little corpses of every drop of blood. Tiger certainly was death on mice and rats, but soon he was attacking larger and larger animals for their blood. Small dogs, piglets, lambs, even raccoons became his victims. Fred, by now openly fearful of Tiger, began going to local slaughterhouses to obtain buckets of blood to satisfy the cat, now grown to monstrous size.

Finally Fred observed Tiger stalking children walking to school. Obviously Tiger had to go to cat heaven—or, rather, cat hell. Fred’s shotgun ended Tiger’s career as a vampire. But only temporarily. To his horror, Fred saw Tiger, fur matted with blood and earth, rise from his shallow grave and begin stalking a large dog. Hastily reading up on vampire lore, Fred melted some old silver coins into a bullet mold. The silver bullets worked, and Tiger’s corpse was burned. The whole neighborhood relaxed, and everyone agreed that milk, not fresh blood, was the proper food for kittens.

Blood Will Tell

The small city of Portsmouth is perhaps most famous for its massive, two-thousand-foot-long flood wall, decorated with fifty-two murals depicting three hundred years of history of the area. One story that does not appear in the murals is the sad saga of the bloody attic wall. Only one man saw the persistent, telling blood stain, and that was the murderer. This tale has been called Ohio’s version of Edgar Allan Poe’s classic horror story “The Tell-tale Heart.”

What happened to young Marjory Weatherby is just as horrible as any of Poe’s masterpieces. Marjory’s mother had died recently of typhoid, a disease frequently epidemic in the mid-nineteenth century. Her father, to put it bluntly, decided that ten-year-old Marjory would be a suitable substitute for her mother in the marriage bed. For months, poor Marjory was shamefully and repeatedly abused.

Finally, Marjory’s mind snapped under the stress. She attacked her sleeping father with a kitchen knife, but lost the struggle. Her bloodied father overwhelmed her and killed her. With callous calculation, he placed her body in the bathtub, slit her throat, and hung her by her feet. Handy with tools, he decided to conceal the corpse in the house. He built a false wall in front of a wall in the attic, creating a space to hold poor Marjory. Then he spread word that Marjory had decided to move in with her older sister in Cincinnati.

When he checked his remodeling job in the attic to see if the paint had dried, he was horrified to see blood seeping from the new plaster. Hastily he destroyed the stained plaster and remade the wall. A new paint job followed in a week. But frustratingly, blood once again stained the wall concealing Marjory. He repeated the tear-down and replacement operation twice, to no avail. Finally he decided to panel the wall in thick oak planks, which seemed to work.

Unnerved, the child molester and murderer put his house up for sale. A prospective buyer, who happened to be the chief of police, wanted to inspect the whole house. When the tour reached the attic, the murderer saw that yet again, blood was leaking from the new paneling. “No!” he screamed. “I drained all her blood. This cannot be!” He began tearing out the false wall, revealing the mummified body of his daughter.

After hearing a full confession, the police chief locked the culprit into a cell. “The funny thing is,” he said, “there wasn’t any blood in sight. Not a drop.” Apparently the only stains were on the father’s conscience.

Tall Corn and Tall Tales

Folks around Parkertown still tell stories about the local superhero version of Paul Bunyan or Mike Fink: a farmer by the name of James McCord. McCord was the greatest farmer in Ohio—he’d tell you so himself. Often. Now Ohio farmers grow tall corn, but James McCord grew the tallest of them all, and he certainly told the tallest stories.

Some believe that McCord’s spirit visits the area still, dropping into local taverns to trade tall stories for tall cold ones from generous listeners. So if a sunburned farmer in worn coveralls starts telling wonderful stories at the bar, buy him a drink. You just might be seeing the ghost of a legend.

Jim liked to tell how he grew ears of corn so huge that he couldn’t load them into a wagon. So, one by one, he yoked a team of oxen to each ear and dragged the ears like logs into the barn. Once, when a storekeeper ordered fifty pounds of corn, Jim refused, saying he wasn’t going to split an ear for such a small order. Such tall corn naturally produced tall corn-fed poultry. McCord had a rooster, Old Buckeye, that was so tall he had to eat his corn off the barn roof.

McCord was a great marksman. Once, while out hoeing his cornfield, he heard a grinding noise overhead. Grabbing his rifle, he quickly shot down a flock of grindstones and sold each at a nice profit.

It goes without saying that Jim was a man of great strength. Once a neighbor passing by was astonished to see McCord pick up a full-grown horse and throw it the length of the pasture, then repeat this feat. Asked what he was doing, Jim replied that he was practicing pitching horseshoes. When his neighbor suggested first removing the shoes from the horse, McCord retorted that that wouldn’t be any fun—anyone could pitch the shoes off the horse.

Like other farmers, McCord was plagued by rats getting into his corn bin. A neighbor observed McCord unloading a caged mountain lion down at the freight depot. “Starting a circus, Jim?” he inquired. “Heck, no. My corn kernels are so big only rats the size of possums come round my barn,” Jim replied. “Still, that’s a mighty big cat you’ve got there, Jim. How will you keep him under control?” “Well,” said McCord, “you should see the dog I’m getting to keep the cat respectful like!”

Now, aren’t stories like that worth a free drink? Even if it is for a ghost!

The Free-Loving Ghosts

The tiny community of Berlin Heights is, unaccountably, about seventy miles northwest of Berlin, Ohio. And obviously it’s a great deal farther from the original Berlin. Berlin Heights has its own special claim to fame in the spirit world: It hosts not just one ghost or two, but a whole troop of them. This happy group likes to stroll about town at dusk on summer evenings, waving greetings to townsfolk and passersby. And they’re naked and not at all self-conscious about it.

If you are going to encounter a ghost, or two, or more, you could do worse than to come across these cheerfully unclothed spirits of the free lovers who many years ago made Berlin Heights their home. Once they fully realized the group’s eccentricities, the town’s more tradition-minded citizens became wary of the free lovers. These merry advocates of free love enthusiastically sought new converts among what was then a staunchly conservative farm community. Fruit growing recently had been introduced along Ohio’s lakeshores, where the water’s accumulated summer warmth helped prolong the growing season into late October. Vineyards thrived and apple orchards flourished. The newly arrived free love group, to the surprise and dismay of their new neighbors, proved to be hardworking farmers and astute businessmen. They paid their bills promptly, always paid their taxes, contributed to local charities, and tried to be good neighbors to the disapproving old settlers.

The problem was, thought the more conservative villagers, that the free love crowd wasn’t shy about anything. They freely acknowledged their unorthodox view of marriage—a kind of love communism, they called it. The only rules governing sex seemed to be that both participants be willing and that everyone help, with both time and money, in providing for offspring whose male parentage might be uncertain. The free lovers were not shy about discarding clothing around their houses when weather permitted. Even more infuriatingly, they were not at all shy about expressing their political and social views at every opportunity. They loved an audience and delighted in debate.

Finally, shortly after the Civil War, growing general disapproval of the free love contingent forced most of the group to sell their property and move on. But as a final gesture of defiance of the uptight community standards, they paraded nude through the village, much enjoying the outrage of their staid neighbors.

Every summer since, the spirits of the free love movement repeat their naked march. Should you see them, just step aside. They’ve never threatened anyone, and some are just supernaturally cute.

The Corpse Who Killed a School

The little community of Willoughby, about eighteen miles east of downtown Cleveland, used to have a medical school. In fact, it was one of the first medical schools in Ohio, founded in 1834. It grew rapidly, so that by 1843, it boasted an enrollment of two hundred students—a fairly large school at the time. But then the growing school was killed, never to arise again. It was destroyed by a dead man.

In the early nineteenth century, the medical profession was undergoing a major change in the way future doctors were educated. Previously, just about anyone could decide to be a doctor and set up an office. Some were graduates of prestigious medical schools, such as those already established in Boston, Philadelphia, New York, or Baltimore. But others had merely taken a quick correspondence course on combining a good bedside manner with liberal prescriptions of alcohol-based tonics. There was a need to establish higher standards of medical training, with a strong foundation in human anatomy and physiology. Scientific study required cadavers, skeletons, and preserved organs. To help the living, medical students needed to learn from the dead.

Unfortunately, the medical school demand for fresh corpses far exceeded the legal supply of unclaimed bodies from poorhouses and hospitals and executed criminals. Desperate to obtain bodies for teaching and research, medical schools learned not to ask too many questions when purchasing corpses delivered late at night to their backdoors. Grave robbers were known as “resurrection men,” as at their hands the dead appeared to rise out of their coffins. Members of many a grieving family planted flowers and erected tombstones over graves that, unknown to them, were empty.

At least one desecrated body—or, rather, its ghost—fought back. The story is that a certain Mrs. Tarbell, newly widowed, was visited a few days after her husband’s funeral by a horrifying apparition. It was her dead husband, naked and carrying his severed head in one hand and his heart in the other. Over his shoulder were ropelike intestines. “Won’t you help me, darling?” pleaded the gruesome phantom. “I’m being butchered at the medical school and cannot go to my eternal rest.” Mrs. Tarbell ran out screaming into the night, arousing her neighbors to form an angry mob. The outraged friends, relatives, and neighbors, convinced that their town’s medical school had either arranged the grave robbery or knowingly accepted a stolen corpse, invaded the college building. The howling throng ransacked every room, searching for what was left of Mr. Tarbell. They smashed furniture and equipment and tossed medical specimens, skeletons, and odd fragments of cadavers out the windows into the street. Willoughby Medical College never recovered from this blow to its physical plant and its reputation, closing forever a few years later.

Some say that for decades afterward, the naked, partially dismembered corpse of Mr. Tarbell strode the streets of the town, bewailing his disheveled state of unrest. This dead man had succeeded in killing a college.

Incidentally, several professors from the defunct Willoughby Medical College went on to establish Case Western Reserve University Medical School of Columbus, and other former faculty members founded the Starling Medical School, which now is part of the Ohio State University. It is a good bet that those gentlemen never bought cadavers from “resurrection men” again.

The Financier’s Ghost

A cluster of small islands, including North Bass, Middle Bass, South Bass, and Kelley’s Island, lie in Lake Erie north of Sandusky. One of the smallest among them is called Gibraltar, and it is said to be haunted.

Arrogant self-assurance seems to radiate from this ghost as he appears to stride across the little island, which now serves as a state fisheries and conservation experiment station. Gibraltar Island, like its famous namesake, rises sharply above the waves. It seems to guard the western portion of Put-In-Bay Harbor. Eight-acre Gibraltar once was the private property and summer home of one of Ohio’s more controversial sons, Jay Cooke. It is Cooke’s phantom that is said to haunt his favorite home, only a few miles from his birthplace in Sandusky.

Jay Cooke’s career as an investment banker made him one of the famous—or is it infamous—“robber barons” of the period of extravagant multimillionaires that Mark Twain called the Gilded Age. In life, Cooke was not exactly popular. Many blamed him, fairly or unfairly, for single-handedly bringing about the Panic of 1873 when his banking firm collapsed in bankruptcy. Jay Cooke had invested unwisely in overpriced railroad securities, and the panic his company’s failure seemed to precipitate ruined many businesses and took jobs away from scores of thousands. Cooke went broke himself, briefly, before bouncing back, richer than ever. Many other victims of the financial panic were not so fortunate and blamed Cooke for their plight.

On the other hand, Abraham Lincoln paid tribute to Jay Cooke as the man who helped finance the Civil War. In 1861, at the age of forty, Cooke undertook the responsibility of selling an extraordinary half a billion dollars’ worth of government bonds, a truly staggering amount at the time. Cooke became America’s top salesman by organizing twenty-five hundred bond agents across the nation. Every bond was sold.

Jay Cooke was a complicated man, to say the least. Arrogant self-made millionaire, ruthless stock market manipulator, reckless gambler with other people’s money, and patriotic bond salesman extraordinaire—Cooke was all of these.

There is a story that when Jay was only fourteen, his father joked with his sons that they were all on their own, as their house had been sold and they were all homeless. Apparently convinced that his father was serious, Jay went out and got a job that same day, and he never stopped working until he died—the typical hard-driving “type A” personality.

You might encounter the ghost of Jay Cooke striding purposefully across his island, business papers clutched in one hand, a glass of champagne in the other. Don’t get in his way. Cooke’s ghost, as in life, is a man on a mission who does not tolerate distractions.

A Spirited Argument

Located in Lake Erie north of Sandusky is a group of islands—Kelley’s, the three Bass Islands, and a scattering of smaller rocky islets. Notable for two happy activities, vacations and winemaking, these sunny realms of fun also have a dark side. The delightful tourist village at Put-In-Bay on South Bass Island features one of the nation’s most imposing battle monuments, celebrating Oliver Hazard Perry’s famed victory in a naval battle to control Lake Erie during the War of 1812. The grounds around this monument are said to be haunted by the ghosts of American and British sailors who died in the battle. These ghosts are restless and unhappy, often heard arguing heatedly over war strategy and international politics. They are said to be so angry and frustrated for two reasons: Enemies in life, they have been buried side by side, and their bones do not lie in their original graves but were unwisely disturbed, moved into the shadow of the huge Perry Victory Memorial.

Oliver Perry was only twenty-eight years old when he was placed in command of a U.S. naval squadron built for him at Erie, Pennsylvania. His mission was to engage and defeat a flotilla of British warships on the lake. Perry’s success was made possible by his never-give-up attitude. When his flagship Lawrence was disabled and its guns silenced in a ferocious encounter with the British, Perry and his officers rowed to another American ship, Niagara, and then boldly took on four enemy ships at the same time and forced their surrender. Perry’s message to General William Henry Harrison, who later became the first of seven Ohioans to be elected president, was short and to the point: “Dear General—We have met the enemy and they are ours. Two ships, two brigs, one schooner and one sloop. Yours with great respect and esteem, O. H. Perry.”

The day after Perry’s victory, September 12, 1813, the six British and American officers killed in battle were buried side by side at Put-In-Bay, with full military honors. The ghostly appearances of the arguing enemies are said to have begun when, a century later, the bodies were dug up and moved to the base of the 352-foot-high Perry monument. It is thought that many ghosts are the result of graves being disturbed and bodies being moved. The moving of their bones plus the fact that these six ghosts may well have killed one another seems to have led to some very restless spirits.

Blacksnake Sails On

Many a yachtsman or fisherman has been startled to see an incredibly fast boat flash by him or her late on moonless nights. The mystery boat carries no running lights, which is illegal. But then, the Coast Guard rule that all craft, no matter how small, must display lights at night, especially while under way, is the least of the laws being broken here, for the silent, swift, darkened boat that sails Lake Erie around the popular vacation resorts of Kelley’s Island and the three Bass Islands is the ghost of a notorious rumrunner, known in those parts as Blacksnake.

“Blacksnake” was not its legal name, for the boat was registered as Ruby, honoring the Captain’s wife. But to the locals, she was Blacksnake, as she was painted a dull black so as to be almost invisible on dark nights, which was when her owner, Captain Scott, used her for rumrunning during Prohibition. Captain Scott liked the nickname, because real black snakes are notoriously nasty snakes that can give a mean bite, though they are nonpoisonous. Black snakes are said to sometimes drop out of trees onto people just to entertain themselves.

National Prohibition in the 1920s created lucrative opportunities for smugglers to import booze from Canada, Mexico, the Bahamas, Cuba, and Bermuda. North Bass and Kelley’s islands are only about seven miles from Pelee Island, Canada, so liquor smugglers, known as rumrunners, could purchase alcohol legally in Canada and give it a short boat ride to Ohio’s Lake Erie islands, and then on to the mainland. Fortunately for the smugglers, these islands are honeycombed with caves, which made ideal hiding places for alcohol on its way to thirsty customers ashore.

The Coast Guard tried hard to catch the rumrunners, so the smugglers’ boats had to be fast and hard to see at night. Rumrunners developed a peculiar, specialized type of craft called cigarettes, which were long and slender in profile. They usually were powered by one or two military surplus aircraft engines, which propelled them through the water much faster than Coast Guard cutters could manage. They had shallow drafts to enable them to come close in to the shore for unloading at deserted beaches, and their decks were close to the waterline to give them a low profile, making them difficult to spot on the lake. Though perfect for smuggling, their design made these craft very vulnerable to being swamped by high waves, as in storms.

Late in the season of 1926, the Coast Guard was out in force on the waters just north of Kelley’s Island. Captain Scott decided to risk a run on a dark and stormy night, hoping to avoid capture, as the more wary Coast Guard captains would sensibly stay in port. It was a fatal decision. Blacksnake left Canada’s Pelee Island with a full load of scotch whiskey, bound for a secluded beach on Kelley’s Island. The boat never reached her destination. To this day, many boaters in the waters around North Bass and Kelley’s islands swear they saw Blacksnake come flying by them in the middle of the night, eternally bringing her cargo home to Ohioans appreciative of the world’s best whiskey. If you should spot Blacksnake late some night, follow the local custom of raising a glass in her honor—filled with the best scotch, of course.

Thus Spoke the Unborn

Many years ago, a Cleveland gypsy fortune-teller enjoyed a reputation as a provider of unusually detailed and accurate predictions of the future. Establishing herself in a dingy storefront in a decidedly low-rent district, she billed herself as a European psychic and offered a full range of traditional gypsy fortune-telling techniques—crystal ball, palm reading, and tea-leaf reading. Her gimmick (though none would use that word to her face) was that she cheerfully admitted to her clients that she herself possessed no special powers of foretelling the future. Her insight came from her unborn child, she claimed, as she pointedly patted her swollen midsection.

The gypsy would explain that the unborn, existing in a state of complete innocence, insulated from the suspicion, greed, and deceptions of the world, have the purity of mind necessary to see the future clearly. “I’m only voicing what my unborn child sees,” she would say. Her reputation and list of clients grew in proportion to the accuracy of her predictions. More than one speculator in the stock market swore that he multiplied his fortunes by following the gypsy woman’s insights into future economic conditions. Once a plainly skeptical young woman was advised by the gypsy that she would soon meet a handsome stranger, an old familiar standby of psychic lore. Sure enough, the very next day saw an encounter with a good-looking English aristocrat, visiting Cleveland for the first time. A successful marriage followed shortly, producing a flood of eager new clients for the fortune-teller.

On another occasion, a newlywed young man, a sailor on a Great Lakes ore carrier, consulted the gypsy about his future children. “Of children you’ll have none,” she warned, “if you sail again with your ship.” Shaken, he decided to switch to a land job, working on the docks rather than as a sailor. On its next voyage, his former ship disappeared in a freak summer storm, along with its entire crew.

The amazing accuracy of her future predictions, however, could not distract her clients from noticing the obvious: The lady seemed to be permanently pregnant. How could a pregnancy, albeit with a very special and spiritually gifted fetus, last so long? Months stretched into years, and still the gypsy attributed her descriptions of the future to her gifted unborn. Her patrons, faced with unavoidable evidence of fraud, drifted away, sometimes reluctantly, as the predictions attributed to the imaginary fetus remained remarkably reliable.

The gypsy never changed her story, and her figure retained the familiar bulge of impending motherhood. When at last she died, the medical examiner found that, as a skeptic and a man of science had expected, the old woman was wearing a pouchlike harness under her clothes, which explained her permanent “pregnancy.” But there was one last surprise from the gypsy: Inside the cloth pouch were the bones of a slightly premature infant. Hers was a child born not into life, but into death. Did her dead child somehow have insights into a future it would never know? Was the gypsy telling the truth, that her unborn child possessed special powers?

We will never know. The old gypsy and her infant’s bones were buried together.

Margaret’s Cross

“Blood will tell” is a phrase familiar to fans of tales of the supernatural. This is a story in which blood does play a role, if silently, in “telling” about the character—and the future—of those who come in contact with a certain steel examining table in a charitable free clinic in Cleveland a generation ago.

Financially supported by several churches and other social agencies, the clinic served people in a very poor and, too often, violent neighborhood. The old steel table that received the sick and wounded had many baptisms of blood in those circumstances. One of the most faithful workers at the clinic was a young medical student who was considering a vocation as a nun. She was a beautiful woman, the inner beauty of her soul matching her pretty face, but her outward beauty led to her tragic end.

Leaving the clinic late one evening, the earnest young volunteer, Margaret, was attacked in the parking lot before she could reach the safety of her car. Her assailant, intending to rape her, held a knife to her throat as he fumbled with her clothing. Margaret fought back valiantly, defending her honor as vigorously as possible.

The would-be rapist slashed her repeatedly with the knife, inflicting many deep cuts on her arms as she sought to fend him off. Finally the brute realized that Margaret’s screams would attract attention, and he abandoned his now-helpless prey and retreated. Margaret was carried into her own clinic and laid on the examining table. She lay with her wounded arms outstretched, blood pouring from her neck, face, arms, and torso. A lot of blood, too much blood. She died on that old steel table, an innocent victim of wanton brutality, defending her virtue to the last.

But that is not the end of the story. When Margaret’s body was removed to the morgue, a routine cleansing of the venerable examination table failed to remove the bloodstains. The steel table, which had been designed to repel all manner of stains, and indeed had effortlessly shed gallons of blood, stubbornly retained traces of Margaret’s blood—and in the pattern of a large cross, reflecting the position of her bloody head, torso, and outstretched arms. Only the most generous and determined repeated applications of bleaching disinfectants could fade “Margaret’s cross,” as the stain became known, though a barely visible outline persisted.

Then an even stranger part of the story began. Whenever patients bled on the table, their blood would replenish Margaret’s cross, reinforcing and deepening the cruciform stain. The clinic’s doctors and nurses soon observed that when the fresh blood was cleaned off the steel tabletop, an easy cleanup, of whatever quantity of blood, signaled that a patient would soon recover and was in no mortal danger. But if the bloody cross persisted through the attempt to remove it, the patient was best transferred to a hospital, as his or her life was in danger. On rare occasions, Margaret’s cross not only reappeared in fresh blood, but seemed to shimmer with an inner light and was a particularly stubborn stain to eliminate. These occasions seemed to signal that the blood had been shed by a truly evil person—a person later identified as a murderer, rapist, arsonist, or other criminal.

What caused the repeated renewal of the bloody cross? Could there be a scientific explanation? As is well known, iron is an important component of human blood, which is why anemic or iron-deficient people take iron pills. Had the innocent blood of Margaret, whose character was almost saintlike, somehow magnetized the cruciform stain her blood created, attracting the iron in fresh blood to revitalize her cross? Unfortunately, the steel table was destroyed when fire swept though the clinic, so Margaret’s cross cannot be further tested.

The Phantom Ambulance

A family from New Jersey had an interesting, and probably lifesaving, experience while driving along the shores of Lake Erie on U.S. 6 west of Cleveland. These New Jerseyans, who wish to remain anonymous, encountered fog along the lakeshore, which is not unusual. It can move in quickly and reduce visibility to a few feet.

These tourists were cruising along admiring the scenery and not noticing the occasional wisps of mist in low-lying areas. Their minds were focused on a planned visit to Cedar Point Amusement Park, with its world-famous roller coaster. Suddenly flashing red and amber lights appeared in their rearview mirror. They pulled over onto the road shoulder to allow a speeding ambulance to flash past.

As they slowly edged back onto the highway, a billowing fog bank suddenly engulfed them. Visibility fell to nearly zero. As they crept into the dense mist at low speed, barely visible and stationary taillights ahead warned them to stop, and just in time. A multi-vehicle crash, caused by the fog, had littered the highway with broken cars and people. They carefully pulled over to the edge of the road and set out some emergency flares that the father, a member of a volunteer fire department back home, always carried.

Within minutes, a state police cruiser arrived on the chaotic scene. The trooper summoned more help, then complimented the tourists on setting out flares, probably preventing an even larger pileup. But how did the New Jerseyans avoid becoming part of the multiple crash scene? “We had pulled over to the edge and stopped to allow the ambulance to pass,” they explained, “so we were moving slowly back into the traffic lane when the fog moved in.” “What ambulance?” asked the officer. “There is no ambulance here, and one could not have moved past the crash scene without hitting wreckage.” The lucky family decided that a guardian angel must have sent a phantom ambulance to warn them of the dangers ahead.

The Devil and the Gambler

Tales of the supernatural often offer a moral. Such is the case of a half-forgotten legend about the dangers of an addiction to gambling. It seems that twin boys were born to a middle-class family in Cleveland around 1880. The boys, whom we’ll call Adam and Matthew, were fraternal twins, quite different in appearance and, as it turned out, in temperament, personality, and fate.

As frequently happens with twins, the first to be born, Adam, turned out to be the more dominant personality. Always more aggressive, Adam was more adventurous, while Matthew was a quiet intellectual. Adam became a wealthy man by speculating in coal properties in southeastern Ohio, buying interests in Great Lakes iron ore carriers and taking a chance on that rapidly growing new industry, oil. Matthew, in the meantime, became a minister and eventually a bishop in the Methodist church.

Adam’s fortune had been built on his willingness to take chances on new enterprises. Sadly, his attraction to risk degenerated into an addiction to gambling. He would bet on anything—horse racing, sports contests, and cards. Card playing became a compulsion, and his suburban mansion became notorious for the high-stakes gambling marathons Adam loved.

The nature of the games changed as they went from friendly social pastimes to tensely competitive contests. His friends dropped away as Adam became an abusive card shark, in the language of the day.

His brother, Matthew, the Methodist bishop, regularly implored Adam to change his ways and stop his increasingly reckless gambling. Adam’s compulsion simply grew worse. Finally, on the morning of Good Friday, Matthew visited his brother to invite him to attend church services together. “No,” said Adam. “I’ve a mind to play cards today.” “On Good Friday?!” exclaimed his shocked brother. “Surely you wouldn’t gamble on this day of all days!” “Of course I will,” replied Adam. “One day is like another to me. I’m only happy at the card table.”

But Adam didn’t find it easy locating someone to sit down with a deck of cards. His usual partners declined, citing the religious significance of Good Friday. Even Adam’s servants, usually eager to please the boss, refused. Frustrated, Adam finally screamed out, “Will no one cut the cards with me?” At that moment, a tall, handsome stranger, dressed elegantly all in black, appeared at the door. “Lucifer is my name, and poker is my game,” he announced, “but I only gamble for high stakes.” Mentally tallying his vast wealth, Adam asked, “How high?” “Your immortal soul,” was the reply. Behind closed doors, the game began. An hour later, Adam’s servants heard an agonized and unholy scream. Bursting into the room, they found Adam dead, his face contorted in fear. His opponent had vanished, as had Adam’s soul. Folks should be careful when and with whom they gamble.

Granny Knows Best

This tale was the unhappy experience of one Slovenian-American family living in Cleveland. Frankly, they’d like to forget the whole thing. If only Granny had come by sooner.

The weird, frightening phenomena began soon after Uncle George died in the house, the victim of a sudden and overwhelming heart attack. Within a few hours of the unexpected death, windows in the house began to rattle without any apparent cause. One by one, every mirror in the house shattered for no reason, at least none that the householders could understand. As family or visitors entered or exited the house, they felt a jostling at the door, as though an unseen person were trying to squeeze past them and go outside. What on earth was happening?

More unusual occurrences followed within a few days of the uncle’s death. A friendly card game at the kitchen table ended when the cards kept flying off the table. When tuned to a light comedy, the new television in the living room went blank.
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