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INTRODUCTION

Boo!


Are you ready for some spooky tales of ghosts, supernatural creatures, and things that go bump in the night? If so, turn down the lights, curl up under the covers, and get ready to be scared as some of the most famous highway hauntings in America unfold before your eyes.


All of the ghost stories in this collection are urban legends, many of them based on even earlier myths retold through the centuries and by different cultures. Every story has one thing in common: It occurred on or near a highway, street, trail, or other pathway.


You may be surprised to discover that not all of the spirits that you find in this book are “ghosts” at all, at least not in the usual sense. That is to say, they don’t all fit the popular, narrow definition of a ghost as the returning soul or essence of a deceased human.


Rather, some of the best-known haunted tales in history, including several found in this book, involve apparitions such as animals (like the horse ridden by the Headless Horseman), noises (such as the sound of invisible car crashes), or—and this is especially relevant to the subject of Haunted Highways—vehicles (such as phantom cars, trains, or stagecoaches).


What makes this book possible is that ghosts haunt places, not people. That’s why you’ll read about hauntings that reoccur on a particular roadway. The spirits are coming back to a specific street or path to relive or deal with an event from their own lives, not to interfere with the living who encounter them. In fact, almost without exception, the people who see ghosts have no clue as to the apparitions’ identities. So if you bump into a ghost out there on the street, you’ve interrupted them, not the other way around.


There were, of course, thousands of wonderful stories to choose from, so selecting which ones to retell was difficult. For the most part, I’ve stuck to vehicular roads rather than hiking trails or walkways.


Likewise, I’ve tried to concentrate on hauntings that occur on the roads themselves rather than inside the houses, hotels, cemeteries, stores, restaurants, or other venues that line the highways. I do include a few bridges, but only if ghost activity also occurs on the roads leading up to the overpass. (There are enough ghost stories about haunted bridges to merit their own book!)


So what will you find in Haunted Highways? The sixteen tales found in part one are original, fictional short stories based on long-existing ghost folklore. At the end of some of these chapters, you’ll find a box containing additional details about the haunted sites that can be visited.


New to this second edition is a part two containing more than one hundred additional legends of highway ghosts, sorted by state. In this section, the old wives’ tales are recounted with little or no embellishment beyond what’s been passed down through generations. Information on how to find the site is contained within each story.


At the back of the book, you’ll find “‘BOO’k Reports,” a descriptive bibliography of the works I consulted while conducting research for Haunted Highways.


Finally, most of the haunted places mentioned in this book are in public areas. Parks and other tourist-related locations may require a fee and are subject to limited hours of operation. Some, such as restaurants and theaters, are businesses and require you to patronize their establishments to enter. A few are private properties or residences and can be viewed only from a distance or the outside.


If you’re planning a special trip to visit any of these locations, especially if it’s a great distance away, please call local information lines before you travel to make sure the site or attraction will be open when you arrive. And at all times it’s important that you follow any laws or regulations regarding visitation, especially if it’s private property.


Above all, safety comes first. It’s common knowledge that phantoms appear primarily at night, so it’s tempting to visit these places after dark. This can be dangerous for any number of reasons. Be careful: You don’t want to wind up haunting the site yourself!


Let’s hit the road!
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Chapter 1

RESURRECTION MARY

Sometimes it’s too much to ask a spirit to stay put, especially if she loves to dance. Take the case of Resurrection Mary, whose ghost often appears on the wooded stretch of highway between the ballroom that, in life, she used to frequent, and the cemetery in which she now rests for eternity. If you give a ride to a hitchhiker some night outside Chicago, you might just meet her.

What Depression? It was 1939. As Mary danced away the wintry night with her boyfriend and hundreds of others on the hardwood floor of the ballroom at Oh Henry Park, the economic hardships of the preceding decade seemed a distant memory.

Even the dance halls had changed. The desperate, weeklong dance marathons were gone. It was the Jazz Age, with couples throwing away their cares and worries by swinging to the big bands. From dusk almost to dawn, the music transported the crowd to a world of fantasy and illusion, far away from the drab, dull lives waiting for them back on the other side of the ballroom’s doors. There were almost four hundred ballrooms and dance halls within an hour’s drive of the Chicago Loop some fifteen miles away but for many people the Oh Henry was the hottest place to be on a Saturday night.


Twenty years earlier, nothing had stood on the site. In 1921, Austrian immigrant John Verderbar bought five acres of land along that part of State Highway 171, known locally as Archer Avenue. He had intended to build a summer home on the property, but his high-spirited young son Rudy convinced him to construct an outdoor dancing pavilion instead. From the time the open-air dance hall opened as Oh Henry Park, the place became a magnet for young people. (The Williamson Candy Company, which manufactured the Oh Henry candy bar, reportedly paid for the naming rights.)

The original building was destroyed in a fire nine years later. But the new hall that rose from the ashes, the one in which Mary was now dancing, was bigger and better than before. Thousands of people made their way there each and every week to dance, meet friends, and listen to the bands.

The strains of “Over Somebody Else’s Shoulder” wafted from the bandstand. Mary looked up to see the petite vocalist, Harriet Hillard, singing as she flirted with the bandleader who had introduced the song, her husband, Ozzie Nelson. His group was a favorite at the Oh Henry, especially since Nelson had scored a number-one hit single with “And Then Some.” It made Mary smile to see Ozzie and Harriet together, a couple who were obviously so much in love. Just like her and…

Where was he? Her boyfriend had offered to get them something to drink—they had been dancing nonstop for almost an hour—and he said he would be right back. But that was fifteen, no, twenty minutes ago! It wasn’t like him to leave her all alone for so long.

She pressed her way across the dance floor, slowly working her way toward the bar. And then she saw him. He was not alone. Mary stood speechless as she saw her boyfriend pressed up against the girl he had dated before he met Mary. He had a sly, playful smile on his face and was whispering in her ear.

Stunned, Mary couldn’t believe her own eyes. He had told her how difficult the breakup with the other girl had been, what an “evil” person she was, and how he never wanted to see her again. But now that Mary thought about it, her “boyfriend” did nothing but talk about his ex-girlfriend!

She didn’t wait for an explanation. She turned on her heels and, in a daze, headed straight to the door and stumbled outside. She was blocks away from the ballroom before she even realized she had left the building—without her coat in the middle of winter.

What was she going to do? Walk home? Well, she could do it. It was only three miles back to her parents’ house in Justice. And with this brisk weather, why, she had every reason to move quickly. If she was lucky, maybe someone she knew would be leaving the dance hall, see her on the side of the road, and give her a ride.

Walking down the shoulder of the street, Mary was lost in her own thoughts as the truck approached from behind her. Perhaps the driver’s mind was somewhere else, too, or maybe he was nodding off at such a late hour. Otherwise, he might have seen Mary sooner. By the time his eye caught a flash of white—her dress—she had drifted onto the roadway. He slammed on the brakes…

Mary was buried a few days later in Resurrection Cemetery, just east of Justice. Her parents dressed her all in white, wearing her favorite dance shoes, the ones she had worn the very night she died.



[image: chpt_fig_002.png]


At one in the morning there was little traffic on the highway in Joliet. Still, Jerry had to be careful. There were lots of people living in the area, and the road wasn’t well lit outside the city. As he passed through Lockport, State Road turned into Archer Avenue, and he followed it through Sag Bridge heading toward Chicago Midway Airport.

Jerry had been on the road for about a half hour when he entered the town of Willow Springs. The legal limits of Chicago had grown to within ten miles of the sleepy town, but it might as well have been in another world. Only six thousand people lived in Willow Springs. The city hadn’t grown much from its heyday in the 1940s, when so many people flocked to the doors of the fabled Oh Henry Ballroom that there had been direct bus service to from midtown Chicago.

And there it was. Jerry knew the place only from its storied past. He had never been inside. The fact that it even still existed more than seventy years after it opened its doors was a miracle. In its time, everyone had played at the Oh Henry: Count Basie, Harry James, Jimmy Dorsey, Glenn Miller, Guy Lombardo. A who’s who of big bands could have been compiled from the acts that passed through the dance hall’s dressing room.

Of course, the ballroom was no longer called the Oh Henry. As the swing era came to an end, other dance halls throughout the country closed their doors, but the Verderbar family expanded. They added on a kitchen, a restaurant, and banquet rooms, transforming the Oh Henry into an event facility they named the Willowbrook Ballroom. Tastes in music changed, and the next two decades brought such acts as Chubby Checker, the Association, and the Village People to its stage. Yeah, thought Jerry, the dancers who crammed into the ballroom to hear the big bands of yesteryear probably wouldn’t even recognize the place today.

Jerry peered through the dark. Was that a light by the side of the road up ahead? No, it was simply his own headlights reflecting off… a dress! Someone was walking out here? Alone? At this time of night?

With the person now in the full beam of his headlights, Jerry could see the back of what appeared to be a slim young woman walking on the right shoulder of the road. Did he say walking? Her feet looked like they were barely touching the ground. She almost seemed to be floating.

Jerry pulled up beside the waiflike figure and rolled down the passenger-side window. He could see the moonlight reflecting off her ivory skin. She was dressed in a plain, white sleeveless dress, and long blond hair fell loosely over her shoulders. And even though it was summer, she was shivering.

“Pardon me. I don’t want to bother you,” he called out. “But could I be of some assistance? I thought you might need a lift somewhere.”

The young woman stopped but didn’t look his way.

“I promise I’m not an axe murderer or anything. I won’t hurt you.” Jerry laughed nervously at his own joke. Well, he thought, if that possibility hadn’t already crossed her mind, she was certainly thinking it now. “Really, I just want to help. You look lost. And cold.”

The girl turned to face the open window. She suddenly seemed to wake from a dream, and her face—especially the welcoming blue eyes focused on him—seemed filled with trust.

“Oh,” she said, as if surprised to hear her own voice. “A lift. That would be nice.”

She quietly opened the front door and slipped into the seat beside Jerry. Without another word, she settled back and stared out at the blackness on the other side of the windshield.

“Where are you headed?”

“Oh, I’m going home. It’s just down the road. Straight ahead a few miles.” And then, to answer his unspoken question as to what she was doing out there, she added, “I was dancing.”

“Dancing? You mean at the Willowbrook?”

“Willowbrook? No, I don’t know the Willowbrook. I was at the Oh Henry.”

Jerry said nothing. The girl was obviously confused. The ballroom he’d just passed hadn’t been called the Oh Henry for more than fifty years.

“It’s one of my favorite places,” she explained. “There’s the music, of course. And the ballroom is full of life. I always have so much fun there.” She sat motionless, her eyes wide, as if the scene were replaying in her mind. “I love to dance.”

Jerry couldn’t help but follow her eyes as she gazed down at her long, slender legs. On each foot was a spotless, soft, comfortable leather flat. The shoes were perfect if you wanted to stay light on your feet for hours at a time on a polished wooden dance floor.

She looked up abruptly. She met Jerry’s eyes and smiled.

“I was there all night. The people wouldn’t let the band stop playing. I danced and I danced. Sometimes just by myself. But tonight so many men asked me to join them, well, I just couldn’t say no.”

Tonight? Funny, thought Jerry. The lights had been out when he passed the Willowbrook. Of course, he didn’t really know the club, but very few places stayed open this late, way out here in the suburbs. After all, it was after two. By this hour, most things were closed, even on the weekends.

Jerry wondered how long she had been walking. “You know, it’s really none of my business. But it’s rather unusual to see a woman out here all alone this late at night. Shouldn’t you be, well, isn’t there some fellow who could have driven you home?”

“Oh, there used to be. But now I like to go to the Oh Henry by myself. I can dance with any man I please. And besides, tonight I don’t need him. I have you to drop me off.”

“Well, whoever the guy was, he must be crazy to have let you out of his sight.”

He realized that he was flirting and panicked. He had promised her he was not a creep. But he couldn’t stop himself. “What’s your name?”

“Mary. Just Mary.”

“That’s a pretty name.” Stop it, thought Jerry. “I mean, that name, you don’t hear it very often these days.”

“That’s all right,” Mary reassured him. “It is a pretty name.” She was flirting back! “At least my parents didn’t name me something awful like Edith or Myrtle.”

“Now, wait a minute,” Jerry joked, “I have an Aunt Myrtle.”

They broke out in a soft laugh. Then, as they both became aware their conversation was becoming a bit too intimate for complete strangers, Mary shyly turned her face to the side window.

“I’m sorry. Where did you say you needed to go?”

“Home,” Mary quietly reminded him. “Just on the other side of town.”

They were approaching the outskirts of Justice as she spoke. The car crossed Route 12, passed under I-294, and then slipped into the city. The sidewalks were empty as they passed through the center of town.

“Keep going. A little farther. It’s just ahead.”

Silence fell between them as they drove out of downtown. Businesses thinned out, and they were back in a residential area. Her place must be coming up soon, thought Jerry.

“Stop!” Mary’s call had come out of the blue. There were no houses nearby, just a park, an open field, a—was that a cemetery? Jerry eased his car to the side of the road and stopped the engine.

“Here. I have to get out here.” Mary opened her door and stepped outside. Jerry jumped out of the car. “But there’s nothing here. I can drop you off at your house, even if it’s a little out of the way. I mean, I don’t mind.” Was she afraid to let him know where she lived?

But Jerry’s words had fallen on deaf ears. Mary had made a beeline across the field and was standing in front of a set of high greenish metal gates set between tall concrete pillars. Through the bars, Jerry could see a large mausoleum and hundreds of gravestones. To one side of the entrance was a small sign: Resurrection Cemetery.

For what, to Jerry, seemed like forever, Mary stood there in front of the gates. Then she made one small step forward and literally melted through the locked bars. Riveted to the spot, Jerry stared silently in a mixture of wonder and horror. She was now definitely on the other side of closed gates! Mary looked over her shoulder and spotted Jerry. A small, sad smile crossed her lips. She turned back toward the cemetery as her body started to shimmer, then turned translucent. Slowly, her delicate shape began to fade until it completely evaporated into the cool night air.

Mary was home.
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Phantom travelers are spectres of a human, a creature, or even a vehicle that appears along a roadway, trail, or pathway, or at a rest stop, tavern, or inn. The haunting is usually associated with a tragedy, an anniversary, a sin or wrongdoing, emotional turmoil, or some other connection with the specific location.

Reports of phantom travelers date back to at least the 1600s, and they were widespread throughout Scandinavia, Russia, and Europe. The tales were certainly popular in the United States by the beginning of the nineteenth century, when they started to appear in American literature.

The myth of the phantom hitchhiker—a spectral figure that enters your vehicle, only to suddenly disappear without warning—is an archetype and the most common of all ghost traveler stories. Spirit hitchhikers have been reported in almost every state of the union and most countries throughout the world.

The basic legend is this: A motorist, usually a male, sees someone walking or hitchhiking on the side of the road after dark. Although details vary from tale to tale, the hitchhiker is usually female and traveling alone. Her clothing sometimes appears to be wet, even though it isn’t raining, nor are there any lakes or rivers in the area. In some versions of the story, the driver offers the young lady his jacket so she can get warm. The hitchhiker almost always climbs into the back-seat and remains very quiet. Sometimes she doesn’t speak at all but writes down the address of her destination for the driver.

In one variation of the tale, she either vanishes from the car or asks the driver to stop far short of her stated destination. She rushes out of the vehicle and hurries off into the distance—often into a cemetery. The most famous of these ghosts in American folklore is Resurrection Mary.

If the driver makes it all the way to the original address he was given, when he turns to the backseat or looks into his rearview mirror, the hitchhiker is gone. Puzzled, the man walks up to the house at that address and knocks on the door.

One or two people come to the door. They tell the driver that they were expecting him, or someone like him. It was the anniversary of the night their loved one was killed in a traffic accident, and it had occurred on the same stretch of highway that the motorist saw her spirit and offered her a ride. Every year on that date, somebody would show up and claim they had just given a lift to the long-dead person.

A coda to this already creepy tale: If the driver loaned the young lady his coat, he finds it lying on the back seat of his car. If not there, he finds the jacket neatly folded and draped over the headstone at the woman’s grave.
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The legend of Resurrection Mary is supposedly based on a “true” story. According to folklore, around 1939 the ghost of a young female with long blond hair and blue eyes, dressed in white, started appearing along Archer Avenue between Willow Springs and Justice, Illinois. The spectre would either suddenly materialize in the middle of the road or, in times past, jump onto the running board on the side of the car. Some motorists claimed their cars passed right through the girl; others said they struck someone, but when they stopped to look for the injured party, no one was there.

Frequently the ghost would ask to be taken to the ballroom at Oh Henry Park, where she could then be seen dancing throughout the night. Or, when the dance hall was closing, she would ask someone at the ballroom for a ride back to Justice. Sometimes she would get out of the car at Resurrection Cemetery, which is northeast of downtown Justice, and then disappear as she melted through the closed gates. In another variation of the story, she simply vanished from the inside of the vehicle as it neared or passed the cemetery. As a result, at some point the phantom was nicknamed Resurrection Mary. Although there have been regular sightings of her ever since the 1940s, they reached their peak in the 1960s.

Because of her sobriquet, many ghost hunters believe she must be the spirit of an actual person named Mary buried in that graveyard. The Mary legend doesn’t match up with the records of any of the cemetery’s “residents,” however. Nevertheless, she is often misidentified as Mary Bregovy, who is interred there. That Mary, however, died in an automobile accident in downtown Chicago in 1934 and had no connection with the Oh Henry. Also, she had short, dark hair and was buried in an orchid-colored dress, not in white.

In another twist to the tale, one night in 1976 police received reports of a woman seen locked behind the cemetery gates. When they investigated, the police couldn’t find anyone trapped inside, but they did notice that two of the bars seemed to have been pried apart, and what looked like human handprints were embedded in the metal. Cemetery officials were quick to point out that a truck had accidentally backed into the gates and that the prints were caused by a groundskeeper heating the bars and attempting to bend them into shape with his gloved fists. The later removal of the bars only fueled the legend that a spirit had bent them.
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The roads surrounding other cemeteries in the Chicago area are also haunted. The hitchhiking ghost of a girl described as being around twelve to fourteen years old appears near Evergreen Cemetery, and she was even reported to have boarded a CTA bus on one occasion. Another spectral hitchhiker fond of dancing was a young brunette flapper with bobbed hair. She appeared on Des Plaines Avenue between the 2400 block, where a dance hall known as the Melody Hill Ballroom used to stand, and the 1400 block, where Jewish Waldheim Cemetery is located. Sightings of this ghost began in 1933, predating Resurrection Mary, and continued on and off for forty years. And it’s not just humans that haunt the cemetery roadways: Phantom cars have been seen passing by the gates of Bachelor Grove Cemetery. (There are said to be dozens of ghosts haunting Bachelor Grove, though none have been reported leaving the grounds.)

A few last words about the ballroom at Oh Henry Park. The name of the park and dance hall are often misspelled as “O’Henry” in ghost literature, because both sites were, in fact, named for the popular Oh Henry candy bar. The Willow-brook Ballroom, as the nightclub later became known, was located at 8900 Archer Avenue in Willow Springs, Illinois. Sadly, fire destroyed it on Friday, October 28, 2016, and there are no plans to rebuild or relocate. As of Summer 2021, new owners of the twelve-acre property were about to begin construction of condominiums and townhouses on the site.


Resurrection Cemetery

7200 Archer Road

Justice, IL 60458

Just northeast of downtown Justice

Bachelor Grove Cemetery

Rubio Woods Forest Preserve

Midlothian, IL 60445

The graveyard is on a small, one-acre plot within a forested area west of Midlothian, a southern suburb of Chicago. From Chicago go south on I-294 to Cicero Avenue, then travel west on the Midlothian Turnpike to the Rubio Woods exit. Entrance to the cemetery is sometimes restricted.

Evergreen Cemetery

3401 West 87th Street (at South Kedzie Avenue)

Evergreen Park, IL 60805

Jewish Waldheim Cemetery

1400 Des Plaines Avenue

Forest Park, IL 60130









Chapter 2

THE PROPHECY

You’re out with friends, minding your own business, when a stranger intrudes. What do you do if that uninvited guest begins to predict the future? Especially if ignoring the prophecy could result in your own death? And that spectral visitor is from the Church? Three young men had to face these questions and more when they picked up the wrong hitchhiker in the shadow of a volcano.

”What’s black and white and black and white and black and white all over?”

“I don’t know, Christopher, what?”

“A nun rolling down a hill.”

“Wait! I got one!” Francis chimed in. “What do you call a nun that walks in her sleep? A Roamin’ Catholic!”

“Now, that’s just stupid!”

“And yours wasn’t?”

“Come on, guys,” broke in Anthony. “Enough with the nun jokes, or we’re all gonna go to… well, you know where.”

“Where? Mother Superior’s office—again? Oh, no! Not the ruler!”

“No,” Anthony warned, pointing a finger straight down. “Someplace a little lower.”

The three students knew they were alone in the car, but maybe God was listening. Better to be safe than sorry. They cut out the jokes.

As they drove silently on I-5 from Eugene, Oregon, to Tacoma, Washington, the huge mountain loomed off to their right in the distance. Although they had always lived beside the volcano, the boys had never given it much thought. There hadn’t been a major rumble from Mount St. Helens since they were born.

The boys had studied the volcano in school. People were living on its slopes, located in the Cascades Mountain Range, at least 6,500 years ago. About 1,500 BC a major eruption buried anyone and anything in the area under a deep deposit of pumice. Native Americans had avoided the volcano for two millennia, but by the time the Lewis and Clark expedition reached the Pacific in 1805, the Yakama, Upper Chinook, Klickitat, Taidnapam, and Cowlitz tribes had been settling its foothills for about a thousand years.

Although the famous explorers saw the volcano as they floated downstream on the Columbia River, they didn’t witness any activity, but Mount St. Helens had erupted only five to ten years earlier. Over the next sixty years, there would be occasional seismic tremors, as well as the so-called Great Eruption of 1842.

But now everyone was safe. It was the early spring of 1980. Although smoke plumes were seen from time to time—in fact, there was one now—the volcano had last erupted in 1854.

Francis, the history buff, knew lots of ancient legends that explained the formation and eruptions at Mount St. Helens. His favorite came from the Klickitat tribe. Their chief god, Tyhee Saghalie, and his two sons, Klickitat (or Paho) and Wy’east, came from the far north to settle at the narrows of the Columbia near the present-day city of The Dalles, Oregon. What was it about The Dalles that attracted settlers? thought Francis . It had also been the end of the land journey of the Oregon Trail.

In any case, in the volcano creation myth, the sons began to fight for possession of the land. To separate them, their father shot two arrows in opposite directions and told his sons to each follow one and settle where the arrows fell. He built a passage, the Bridge of the Gods, between them.

But that didn’t end the family squabbles. Both sons fell in love with a young woman named Loowit, and their violent fights over her devastated the earth, causing earthquakes, leveling forests, and destroying the sky bridge, which tumbled to the ground to form the Cascades.

Finally, to put an end to the destruction, Saghalie turned all three of the others into stone. His son Klickitat became what today is called Mount Adams. To the south, his brother Wy’east became Mount Hood. And beautiful Loowit was transformed into Mount St. Helens, which was called Louwala-Clough, or “smoking fire mountain,” by the Klickitat.

The guys checked out the peak of the mountain. A little smoke trail today, but nothing to be worried about. Besides, there were scientists up there now, apparently, checking it out. Wouldn’t they tell people if it were going to blow?

“Holy Mother of Jesus. Look at that!”

Christopher motioned up ahead. About fifty yards down the highway, standing alone on the shoulder of the road, was a woman. She looked to be about fifty or sixty years old. She was in a black dress, a white collar, and a black and white wimple. The look was unmistakable. She was a nun.

As they watched, the sister smiled gently and then, at the last second, almost comically stuck a curved thumb up into the air. She was hitchhiking!

A hitchhiking nun! Now they’d seen everything!

“Well, do you think we should pick her up?”

“You have to, dude. She’s a nun. Isn’t there some kind of rule that we have to stop to help her out?”

“Do you think she’s really a nun?”

“Do you think we can risk it if she’s not? What if we leave her standing there, and then, I don’t know, someone finds out?”

“I told you we shouldn’t have been telling those jokes!”

“All right, everybody take a deep breath,” Christopher warned as he slowed the car. “Best behavior. We’re going in.”

A slight pause, and then all three burst out laughing.

“A Star Wars quote? Nice touch, Chris. How about this one: ‘I have a very bad feeling about this’?”

“Luke! Use the force!”

They were still chuckling as the car came to a halt. Polite to a fault, all three boys stepped out of the car. Francis spoke up first. “May we offer you a ride, Sister? We’re only going a few miles up the road, just to Tacoma.”

When she spoke, they were surprised to hear such a soft voice, not stern like their teachers at school. “Tacoma would be fine. Thank you.”

Francis, realizing that he had been riding shotgun, opened the front passenger door for the sister. Once she was inside, he closed the door carefully and hopped in the back with Anthony.

“Where are you boys heading? To Bellarmine Preparatory?”

Bellarmine? the three guys thought. Although that didn’t happen to be where they were headed, they knew the school well. Bellarmine, in Tacoma, was one of the leading Catholic prep schools in the whole area. How could she know, just by looking at them, that they were Catholic? Were nuns psychic, too?

The sister couldn’t help but notice the quizzical expressions on their faces. With a twinkle in her eye, she explained. “Forgive me if I’m wrong—and I doubt if I am—but I knew you must be Catholic. You were so well-mannered that when you stopped to assist me I just assumed you’ve been raised in Catholic schools.”

Her voice was smooth, liquid, calming. Why couldn’t she be teaching one of their classes? That voice made you want to listen to her all day.

Before long, she was sharing her story, what had brought her to that spot on the road where they had first spied her. She was on a mission, she said, a sort of assignment she had been instructed—she didn’t say by whom—to perform. She was to meet strangers, people in need of help.

But then her tone darkened. Yes, she said, it was like the story in the Old Testament of the young men who appeared at Lot’s gate. If her message was well received, goodness would come to the people who heard her words, but if she was met with disbelief or hostility, the offenders would surely suffer the wrath of the Lord.

The boys squirmed in their seats. This was not what they wanted to hear. They were just out having fun. But they couldn’t ask a nun to “hold off on the preaching,” could they? Was this a test? Was God watching them? Anthony involuntarily looked skyward.

Her voice, once like honey, now was becoming stern and menacing. But they couldn’t resist hanging on her words.

“As Jesus said in the Book of St. Matthew, ‘If anyone will not welcome you or listen to your words, shake the dust off your feet when you leave that home or town. I tell you the truth, it will be more bearable for Sodom and Gomorrah on the Day of Judgment than for that town.’”

Now the guys were freaked. What was she trying to tell them? They stared into her face, but it was no longer gentle and loving. It had become transfixed, severe. Her voice had become enraptured, messianic, and her whole manner had become detached, as if she were possessed.

Suddenly it occurred to the boys: She was no longer directly addressing them. She was delivering prophecy.

The nun turned her unfathomable face toward the side window. She stared up at the dome of Mount St. Helens. “For I tell you this: The time approaches. Those who do not seek forgiveness for their transgressions and do not change the errors of their ways, they will be consumed by fire and ash.”

The clouds parted, and as the last rays of sun burst upon the side of the towering mountain, it became crystal clear. She was telling them the volcano was going to erupt—and soon! If they weren’t penitent or didn’t seek absolution (were those the right words?), they would die in the explosion.

Then the most incredible thing the boys had ever experienced—and, indeed, ever would experience—happened. The nun began to glow and then, with a small pop, vanished.

Startled, Christopher involuntarily slammed on the brakes and veered onto the side of the road. Had that really just happened? Where was she? How could she have just disappeared?

But clearly, the miracle had taken place. The front passenger seat screamed its emptiness.

Struck dumb, the young men continued on to Tacoma without saying a word. The boys never told anyone about their ethereal visitor. If they had, who would have believed them? Besides, they had enough demerits at school; they certainly weren’t going to start telling stories about a doomsday nun. Everyone would dismiss it as a tasteless prank or, worse, a drug-induced hallucination.

If the boys had checked in with the Tacoma police, however, they would have found their encounter was not unique. Over the past few years, more than twenty reports had come in from individuals as well as carloads of people who had experienced exactly the same thing. They had all stopped to pick up a middle-aged woman, usually but not always dressed in a nun’s habit, who warned the motorists that if they didn’t repent of their sins, they would die in an accident on the highway. In the last couple of months, she had changed her apocalyptic story to center on Mount St. Helens.

As it turned out, the nun was right. At least in part.

On May 18, 1980, after several months of underground murmurs, Mount St. Helens erupted. The north side of the mountain blew out, causing a debris avalanche that stripped away everything in its path. Plumes of pumice and steam followed, covering miles around with a layer of ash. Fifty-seven people were killed, and two hundred fifty houses were destroyed. Miles of road and railway were wiped out, as were forty-seven bridges. By far, it was the deadliest and costliest volcanic eruption in US history.

Had the mysterious sister accurately predicted the desolation? Was she describing Mount St. Helens’s eruption to her captive audiences at all, or was she receiving a holy vision of Judgment Day? In fact, had she even been a spirit, or was she instead an angel of the Lord?



The 220-mile stretch of I-5 that the phantom nun haunted in the late 1970s and early 1980s is between Eugene, Oregon, and Tacoma, Washington. After Mount St. Helens’s eruption, the ghost’s prophecy about a fiery apocalypse was widely interpreted as having been a prediction about the volcano. Although the mountain itself is not (and has never been considered to be) haunted, you might still wish to visit it if you are retracing the steps of the spectral sister.

Mount St. Helens Visitor Center

3029 Spirit Lake Highway

Castle Rock, WA 98611

(360) 274-7750

parks.state.wa.us/245/Mount-St-Helens

The 172-square-mile Mt. St. Helens National Volcanic Monument is managed by the US Forest Service. The visitor center is operated in conjunction with the Washington State Parks and Recreation Commission.









Chapter 3

MADAME PELE PAYS A VISIT

Do spirits of the gods walk among us? And if so, why do they interact with mere mortals? One such deity, Madame Pele, is kind enough to drop by to warn us before her volcanic outbursts. Other times her appearances augur misfortune or are mere mischief. But one thing’s certain: She’s here, and she’s not going away.

There was trouble in Paradise. Pele, the daughter of Kane-hoa-lani and the goddess Haumea, was born in Kahiki, what is today called Tahiti. She had a huge family, and all of her brothers and sisters were gods or goddesses of different aspects of the natural world. Pele’s specialty was fire, especially in the way it frequently showed itself throughout Polynesia: She possessed the power to produce the flames and molten lava of the volcano.

But just like in many human families, there was constant quarreling and bickering among these brother and sister dieties. In Pele’s case, the thorn in her side was her sister Na-maka-o-ka-ha’i, who was a goddess of the sea. To escape the rivalry, Pele asked her father for permission to leave Kahiki, and eventually he acquiesced. Pele formed a gigantic canoe and crossed the ocean to the northeast, but her troublesome sister followed.

Pele arrived at the chain of islands we call Hawaii, stopping first at the tiny outcrop of Niihau, then moving on to Kauai, followed by Oahu. Every time Pele used her magic digging stick to create a new home for herself deep in the rock, Na-maka-o-ka-ha’i would fill the hole with water, either by having it seep up through the ground or by tossing tidal waves up from the coast.

The monumental battle between the sisters came to a head on the island of Maui, where Pele settled into the crater Haleakala. Fire and water nearly consumed each other in the clash between the titans, and in the end Pele was snuffed out and consumed. Her bones formed the huge cinder cone called Ka Iwi o Pele that can be seen on the road to Hana.

Content in her victory, Na-maka-o-ka-ha’i returned to Kahiki. But Pele lived on in spirit form. She moved to the Big Island of Hawaii, where she was finally able to dig a pit deep enough and far enough inland that it was out of her sister’s reach. Her home is in that crater on the 13,680-foot Mauna Loa volcano.

A ridge road, Crater Rim Drive, surrounds the great Kilauea Caldera on the eastern slope of Mauna Loa. For years drivers along the path have reported seeing a woman, usually young but sometimes elderly and often accompanied by a small white dog walking the shoulder of the road. Legend has it that she is Pele, in human form. If she’s wearing white, the motorist (or someone he or she knows) is going to fall ill. But if Pele’s wearing red, it usually means a volcanic eruption will take place within days!

Madame Pele seldom sits quietly for very long in her home at the bottom of the 280-foot-deep Halema’umau’au Crater, which is located within Kilauea Caldera. She frequently becomes angry if the mortals living on her island don’t worship her or leave her tributes, and in her blazing temper she will start a flow of lava or shoot sparks and flames high into the air. So strong is their belief that many locals try to appease Pele by laying offerings of chicken or alcohol along the rim of the crater.

Also according to legend, if you remove pieces of lava from the islands, no matter how small, Pele will curse you. Bad luck will follow you until you return the stones to their native shores.

All quaint stories? Just ancient myths of gods and goddesses? Maybe. And yet the appearances of Madame Pele’s ghost on the Hawaiian Islands occur quite frequently, and the sightings are far too numerous to dismiss as the products of mere imagination.

If you’re driving anywhere on the island in the middle of the night and you see a woman in a red muumuu on the side of the road asking for a lift, give careful thought before you pass her by. If it’s Madame Pele, she’ll disappear almost as soon as she steps into your car. But if it’s the goddess and you don’t offer her a lift, you’ll undoubtedly anger her, which could result in your death or set off a new round of volcanic eruptions and devastation to the island. Is it worth taking the risk?

Madame Pele still gives her forewarnings. Residents of Kapoho swear that in 1960 she showed up two days before the 2,600-foot-wide lava flow from Mauna Loa destroyed their town. In fact, many old tales surround the volcanic eruptions that have affected the Kapoho region. In one of the best known, a local chieftain challenged a young lady to race him by sled down the mountainside. He was halfway down the slope when he looked beside him to discover that the woman was actually Madame Pele, and she was riding a river of lava.

Also, in recent years, the spectre of a striking lady in the trademark flaming-red muumuu has been seen roaming the halls of the hotel towers in the Hilton Hawaiian Village in Honolulu, Hawaii. Now, some people think she’s the phantom of a woman who was murdered in the hotel, but many locals believe she’s the ghostly manifestation of Pele. The spirit certainly isn’t warning the visitors about volcanoes, though. If you’re in Hawaii on vacation, be careful whom you meet in your hotel hallway. It could be Madame Pele paying a visit.


Kilauea Crater

Mauna Loa and the Kilauea Crater are in the Hawaii Volcanoes National Park. They can be reached via Highway 11, which runs between Hilo and Kailua Kona. At just above four thousand feet, the Crater Rim Road encircles the caldera. For more information, contact:

Hawaii Volcanoes Visitor Center

P.O. Box 52

Hawaii Volcanoes National Park, HI 96718

(808) 985-6011

nps.gov/havo/planyourvisit/kvc.htm

Kapaho

Located on the coast about thirty miles south of Hilo, Kapaho can be reached by driving down Highway 11 and turning onto Highway 130 at Hea’au. From Pahoa, a ride along a two-mile cinder road allows visitors to see the destruction caused by the 1960 lava flow.

Hilton Hawaiian Village Beach Resort & Spa

2005 Kalia Road

Honolulu, Hawaii 96815

(808) 949-4321

hiltonhawaiianvillage.com









Chapter 4

THE NIGHT MARCHERS

The folklore of Hawaii is filled with stories of spirit orbs; legends of the mysterious Menehune, or “Little People”; and tales of ghosts and apparitions. But none is more amazing than that of the Night Marchers, the parade of spirit warriors that pass over the old trails that crisscross the islands. Just seeing the procession can mean death—unless you’re lucky enough to have someone, or something, intervene.

Cutting across the grassy plain of the Nuuanu Valley, Kaimi knew he was late. Where had the time gone? It was already after sundown, and even though streaks of red still lit the western sky, he had promised his mother he would be home hours before this.

Not that he was too young to be out on his own. Heck, he was almost eighteen. But, as his mom had often warned him, “You can’t be too careful these days. You never know who you’ll run into. Or who will run into you.”

Kaimi’s mother meant that both figuratively and literally because, these days, drivers seemed to be zooming across the island at top speed. If they were unfamiliar with the roads—and this was the height of tourist season—they could very easily drift just a little too much toward the shoulder and hit someone innocently walking down the side of the highway.

Which is one of the reasons Kaimi was now taking an alternate route, an unpaved hiking trail, toward his home. Walking along the cliffs, Kaimi always felt most in touch with his native Hawaiian roots—something his grandfather Maleko had instilled in him when he was just a little boy.

Maleko had still been a young man when businessmen, led by politician Sanford Dole (a cousin of James Dole, the pineapple magnate), overthrew Queen Liliuokalani in 1893. The queen, hoping to spare her subjects from bloodshed, asked them to be patient while she petitioned Washington, DC, for the return of her throne, but many natives revolted against the new government. The rebellion was squashed, but to his dying day Maleko was proud that he had joined in the struggle.

Liliuokalani was allowed to leave house arrest in the Iolani Palace in Honolulu in 1896, but there was no turning back for the islands. The monarchy had been dissolved forever. Over the years, as mainland people moved to Hawaii, more and more of the natives were forced to assimilate.

But Maleko resisted. As he raised his children he made sure that they learned the language and all the ancient legends of his people. Then, as they had children of their own, Maleko insisted that they be taught the native customs as well.

Now Maleko was gone, but Kaimi treasured the memory of the many lessons he had learned at his grandfather’s knee. That was one of the reasons he loved to walk in the Nuuanu Pali. Not only could he catch a panoramic view all the way from the top of the mountains down to the windward beaches of Oahu, but he also knew the area was steeped in Hawaiian history. In fact, the bloodiest battle in the fight for Hawaiian unification took place very close to where he was standing.

In 1795, Kamehameha I (known as King Kamehameha the Great) and ten thousand of his warriors sailed from his base on the island of Hawaii to conquer first Maui and then Molokai before moving to Oahu. In the fierce Battle of Nuuanu, Kamehameha drove the chieftain Kalanikupule and his men across the valley floor, where Kaimi had been earlier that day, up onto the top of the perilous cliff. At the climax of the monumental clash, hundreds of Kalanikupule’s warriors were forced over the precipice. In the aftermath, Kamehameha was able to bring all of the Hawaiian Islands under his rule.

The first road over the Nuuanu Pali to connect the windward towns of Kandohe and Kailua with Honolulu was constructed in 1845. When the road was upgraded in 1898, more than eight hundred skulls, no doubt from the warriors who had plummeted to their deaths a hundred years earlier, were uncovered. In the 1950s, the aging motorway was replaced by a new Pali Highway (now State Route 61), with tunnels cut through the mountains to facilitate travel.

Of all the tales his grandfather had told Kaimi about Hawaii’s ancient heritage, he liked the ghost stories best. Maleko had warned him to always be on guard when he walked through the Nuuanu Pali because it was haunted.

For instance, they say that if you walk alone out in the fields or woodlands at night without a flashlight, you’ll be attacked by a phantom woman dressed in white. Most often she just scares you, but some people claim that if you get too close to her, she’ll kill you.

Then, if you drive past the cemetery across from the Kahala Mall with your windows open, an invisible spirit will jump into your car with you. Even though you can’t see it, you can feel its presence sitting in the backseat, right behind you. Sometimes you can actually make out the phantom: it’s the ghost of a little girl. But as you drive away from the cemetery, the spectral presence evaporates.

Perhaps the strangest legend claims that you should never carry pork in your car if you’re driving HI-61. (This was true as well for the original Pali road when it was the main passageway over the mountains.) If you do have any of the taboo food with you, your car will stall or break down somewhere along the road, usually stranding you in a dark, deserted area, until the meat is removed from your car.

In one retelling of the story, a taxi driver crossing the Nuuanu Pali was grabbed from behind by an invisible force as she passed through one of the tunnels. The unseen spectre pushed her body and head into the steering wheel, almost causing her to crash, but it let go as soon as the driver exited the tunnel. When she later cleaned out her car, she found a half-eaten pork sandwich left in the car by a passenger.

In Kaimi’s favorite version of the ghost tale, if the spirits stop your car on the highway because you’re carrying pork, a phantom white dog will appear next to your car. All you have to do to get your car running again is crack your window and drop out the forbidden meat. As soon as the dog has eaten it, the canine will vanish and, at the same moment, your car engine will start up.

Kaimi loved to strike out on his own to investigate all these old spooky stories. According to Hawaiian tradition, his name meant “seeker,” and he knew that people who have the name are said to be able to uncover secrets and hidden truths. Indeed, Kaimi never took what people said at face value. He had to examine what he was told, to make sure for himself before he was able to believe. Yes, “Kaimi” fit him like a glove. How could his parents have known when he was only a few days old that it would be the perfect name for him? Had Grandfather Maleko, who understood such things, told them?

The sun had set, and Kaimi realized he had to be careful. There were no houses in sight, and as he left the Old Pali Highway far behind, there was little light. It was hard to make out the trail.

At first he thought he was imagining it, but rising over the whisper of the grass, he could make out the faint sound of men’s voices. Singing. Steady. Soft, but intense. They were accompanied by the rhythm of drums and an ohe hano ihu, the bamboo nose flute. The voices seemed to be coming from up ahead, just over the next ridge. They got stronger. The men must be getting closer!

As Kaimi reached the top of the hill, he saw the flickering. Not from flashlights or distant traffic, but from fire. He could make out dozens of separate flames coming from the ends of handheld torches. The shadowy figures carrying them were walking four or six across, drawing toward him on the earthen path.

Kaimi stopped abruptly, puzzled. Who would be out here in the desolate fields in the dark, carrying torches, chanting? And then it struck him: They were Night Marchers!

The Night Marchers, the huaka’i o ka po, as they were known in Hawaiian, were ghosts of venerated warriors, chiefs, or even deities that roamed the earth. Although they could materialize anytime, they most often appeared between dusk and dawn on one of the special nights at the end of the month on the Hawaiian calendar that was dedicated to the native gods.

As they traveled from ancient battlefields, the Marchers collected the souls of dead chieftains and warriors, as well as their descendants, both male and female. As they passed, spirits of the dead who were worthy would join their ranks. Then the entire parade would move on, heading either toward the nearest heiau (or temple), one of the outcroppings or beach promontories that acted as a jumping-off point to the Next World, or to some other sacred spot.

Kaimi had thought the Night Marchers were only a myth, like all the other ghost stories. But now, here, one of those “myths” had come to life and was about to meet him face-to-face.

He tried desperately to remember everything his grandfather had told him about the Night Marchers. He knew an encounter with them could be deadly. In fact, they usually were. Over the years, police had found the bodies of people lying on the ground, face-up, their eyes and mouths wide open, their arms frozen in place in front of them as if they had died trying to fight off assailants. But there were never any marks on the corpses, no signs of assault. Medical examiners always decided that the victims had died of heart attacks, but native Hawaiians, raised on tales of the fearsome Night Marchers, knew what had really happened.

Kaimi’s mind raced. What was he supposed to do to survive?

That’s right! First of all, don’t look any of them in the eye. Don’t try to run; you don’t want to catch their attention if they haven’t seen you yet. Quickly judge which way they’re heading and get out of their way. Then stop and drop to the ground.

The warriors seemed to be following the old dirt footpath that had been worn into the hillside long before the Old Pali Highway was made. Kaimi got off the trail and moved swiftly about twenty feet to one side. If the men didn’t spread out too wide and he was lucky, they might miss him.

Kaimi got down. He lay there, panting, terrified, as the phantoms grew closer and closer. He knew that, even lying flat on the ground, he wasn’t safe. He was supposed to do something else. What was it?

He let his mind drift back. Tell me, Grandfather, he whispered to himself. Tell me, what am I to do? Then, as if in a dream, he could see himself as a young boy. There he was, six years old, sitting by his grandfather, and the old man was talking about the dreaded Night Marchers.

“Some of the elders say that when you see them you are to lie on the ground with your eyes closed, say nothing, and breathe as little as possible until long after the spirits have passed by. Some say that it helps if you take off all of your clothing and lay face upward.”

“But why would I do that, kupunakane? They would see… everything.”

“Yes, that is the point, my little mo’opuna. But that is what may save you. As the warriors and the chief’s guards pass you by, they will see you there, undressed, and cry, ‘Shame. Shame on you for being uncovered.’ They will feel you have dishonored yourself and your ancestors, so they will leave you behind without stopping. There is no guarantee that it will work. But it could possibly save your life.”

Without a thought, Kaimi ripped off his shirt. Soon he was down to his underwear—even in the legends, you only had to strip to your loincloth—when he realized that it was too late. They were upon him. He kept his head down. He didn’t dare look directly at them. It would mean instant death. But Kaimi couldn’t resist taking a peek. He lifted his eyes just as two warriors raised their spears.

“Strike him!”

“No, stop! He is mine!”

From behind the guards, a third warrior stepped forward. “The boy is my flesh and my blood, of my family. You will not harm him.” He pushed past the spectres that were just about to kill Kaimi, turned toward them, and planted his feet in front of the boy, shielding him. The two guards hesitated for only a moment, then moved back to join the procession.

Kaimi sat there—how long? Five minutes? A half hour? The glimmer of torch-light disappeared as the ranks of the Night Marchers moved over the next ridge. The sounds of their chanting, the drums, the flutes, faded in the wind.

Still, the lone guardian stood over him. Kaimi didn’t move. Then he remembered: Only an aumakua, the spirit of some ancestor that marched with the phantom warriors, could protect you once they had turned against you. Who was his savior?

The warrior looked down at the boy, who was now shivering, nearly naked, under the moonlit sky.

“You may open your eyes, my grandson. You learned well. You are safe.”

Kaimi stared up at the spirit hovering over him. The warrior was young, powerful, handsome. The passage into the Other World had changed his appearance, back to a time long before Kaimi had been born, yet the man was unmistakable. The protector standing before him was his grandfather Maleko.

Of course! Maleko. His grandfather’s name was Hawaiian for “warlike.” His grandfather, who had chosen to take part in the native uprising all those years ago, was descended from warriors! No wonder he was now one of the Night Marchers.

Kaimi was going to live! He had never felt such love for his grandfather.

“Yes, you are safe now, my foolish, reckless grandson. I could not let them hurt you. One day, if you wish, you may join us, for you come from a long line of warriors. But for now, my little Kaimi, aloha.” And with that, the apparition dissolved. He had gone to join his fellow Night Marchers.

Mahalo, Grandfather, thought Kaimi. Thank you. Mahalo nui loa.
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