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    Introduction




    THERE ARE THOSE WHO BELIEVE THAT THE VERY WORD “GHOST” IS A misnomer. They argue that a ghost should be called a “spirit” because the spirit is the only thing that survives here on the earthly plane after death. It’s probably just a matter of semantics. Think of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet and the words of the love-struck Juliet:




    What’s in a name? That which we call a rose




    By any other name would smell as sweet.




    Ghosts, phantoms, apparitions, spirits, shades—or whatever else one might choose to call them—may walk among us. And why do we believe this? Let me answer that question with another question: how do we explain the fact that nearly every world language contains a word for ghost? Apparently ghosts, or some sort of supernatural phenomenon, are universal.




    Here in Nevada, the ghosts come from vastly different backgrounds, reflecting the state’s long and colorful history. Nevada was “battle born” during the midst of the Civil War in 1864, when Abraham Lincoln helped it secure statehood. Lincoln had good reason for championing Nevada: the state’s lucrative silver mines and its antislavery views made it a valuable addition to the Union cause. A painting of the sixteenth president hangs in a prominent place at the Governor’s Mansion in Carson City as a reminder of Nevadans’ gratitude.




    Most of Nevada lies within the Great Basin region, which also encompasses parts of California, Utah, and Wyoming. During his exploration of the region from 1842 to 1845, army captain and explorer John C. Fremont called the area “the Great Basin” because of its inward drainage (meaning the surface waters drain inward to lakes and rivers, rather than to the ocean).




    Water is a precious commodity in Nevada. There is too little water and few resources beyond the precious metals of gold, silver, and copper. Most of the state is part of a dry desert region where little grows save sagebrush, cheat grass, and Joshua trees. And yet, Nevada seemingly has everything—except the ocean, of course. That wasn’t always the case: Nevada was home to an ancient sea, as demonstrated by the Ichthyosaur fossils at Berlin-Ichthyosaur State Park. And let’s not forget the fabulously crystal-clear Lake Tahoe.




    Las Vegas is the state’s largest city, but Virginia City is probably the most haunted. Leave the cities and drive a few miles out into any of Nevada’s deserts and you’ll discover land that seems untouched by time, land that remains much as it has for centuries. Among the sagebrush and the Joshua trees are the remnants of forgotten towns. And in these ghost towns are some ghosts, just as surely as there are ghosts in Las Vegas, Reno, and Lake Tahoe.




    Ghosts and their stories have existed since the beginning of time. However, not every ghost story ends in a miraculous discovery and proof of these spirits’ existence. Those who research and investigate ghosts know that there are far more questions concerning the whys and hows of ghostly existence than there are answers.




    Much like a good road trip, half the fun is in getting there. So it is with ghosts. Half the fun is in the exploring and pondering the possibilities. Ghosts are everywhere, and Nevada is believed to have its share. The stories began with the state’s original inhabitants, who believed supernatural forces created the land’s rugged and surreal landscape.




    




    Pueblo Grande de Nevada




    Las Vegas is young, as least as far as cities go. The former railroad town rose up to be the glamorous gambling mecca that it is today thanks in part to twentieth-century mobster Benjamin “Bugsy” Siegel. The debonair gangster came to town in the 1940s and recognized its money-making potential. The rest, as they say, is history.




    Visitors from out of state often come to Las Vegas thinking the region is all new and upstart. When compared with historic buildings on the East Coast dating back to the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, it may seem so. But one must go beyond the gaudy hotel-casinos of the Strip. Just sixty-five miles northeast of Las Vegas, under the waters of Lake Mead, are the remains of an ancient civilization. This mysterious site, which may date back to 8,000 BC, has baffled archaeologists since its discovery.




    Anasazi is a Navajo word meaning “ancient ones.” Archaeologists know that these early people lived in an area of the Moapa Valley a thousand years ago. They made utilitarian baskets woven from yucca plants and willows. Until they developed the more effective bows and arrows, they used a primitive weapon known as an atlatl, or spear thrower, to hunt game. Over time, the Anasazi explored the use of clay, rather than plants, for their cooking and tool-making needs. They were the area’s first farmers and miners. Their staple crops included corn, cotton, and beans. They mined turquoise and salt. That much is known. What the archaeologists don’t know is why the Anasazi left the area so abruptly or where they settled once they left the Moapa Valley.




    Nothing was known of this lost civilization until 1826, when trailblazer Jedediah Smith and his party discovered salt caves and other relics in what is now southern Nevada. On July 12, 1827, Smith wrote of his find to famed explorer William Clark, then the superintendent of Indian affairs:





    

      The Paiutes have a number of marble pipes, one of which I obtained and sent to you. Although it has been broken since I have had it in my possession; they told me there was a quantity of the same material south of their country. I also obtained a knife of flint, which I send you, but it has likewise been broken by accident.


    




    Nearly a hundred years after Jedediah Smith’s discovery, brothers Fay and John Perkins stumbled upon an archaeological wonder while prospecting for gold in a remote area of the southern Nevada desert in 1924. Anyone else might have plundered the site and forgotten it. Not the Perkins brothers. They rushed back to their homes in nearby Overton to contact Nevada governor James Scrugham, who as a former state engineer realized the importance of the Perkinses’ find. But outside help would be needed to properly study and evaluate the site. Scrugham asked archaeologist M. R. Harrington of New York’s Heye Foundation to come to Nevada and do the study. As news leaked out about the ruins found in southern Nevada, imaginations stirred and people flocked to the state. The world was fascinated with archaeology and the secrets that could be discovered, especially following the discovery of the tomb of King Tutankhamen two years earlier in Egypt.




    The Nevada site was nearly six miles square and was called Pueblo Grande de Nevada; others refer to it as the Lost City. As the dig proceeded, Harrington and his team unearthed walls and floors of communal houses, discovering weapons, tools, and skeletal remains. What they found dispelled previously held myths about the Native Americans who had lived in this region. But this wasn’t going to be something they could excavate at their leisure. Time was running out to learn the secrets of Pueblo Grande de Nevada.




    Two years earlier, in 1922, the Reclamation Service (the forerunner of the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation) had presented a report calling for the development of a dam on the Colorado that would control floods and serve as a source of hydroelectric power. That same year the Colorado River Compact was agreed upon and signed by seven states including Nevada. The Boulder Canyon Project, also known as the Hoover Dam, was becoming a reality.




    According to the Reclamation Service’s plans, the Colorado would be dammed at a point roughly thirty miles southeast of Las Vegas, creating a massive reservoir (today’s Lake Mead). The Lost City was included in the area that would be inundated, meaning the city truly would be lost forever beneath the lake’s waters.




    Not all artifacts were lost when the floodwaters rushed in. Those that could be salvaged are now housed at the Lost City Museum in Overton. The museum, which owns one of the largest collections of the early Southwest people, was built in 1935 for the purpose of displaying the relics of the Lost City’s Anasazi. There are also replica adobe pueblos on the museum grounds. Over the years, some people have reported hearing disembodied chanting near some of the displays. There have also been numerous sightings of ancient people in the areas of the pueblos.




    




    Pyramid Lake, Curses, Water Babies, and Stone Mother




    Explorer John C. Fremont became the first white person to discover Pyramid Lake, a remnant of prehistoric Lake Lahontan, during his 1844 expedition of the Great Basin. He was favorably impressed with the lake’s rugged beauty:





    

      Beyond a defile between the mountain descended rapidly 2,000 feet; and filling up all the lower space, was a sheet of green water some twenty miles broad. It broke upon our eyes like the ocean... we camped on the shore, opposite a very remarkable rock in the lake. It rose, according to our estimate about 600 feet above the water, and from the point we viewed it, presented a pretty exact outline of the great pyramid of Cheops. Like other rocks along the shore, it seemed to be incrusted with calcareous cement. This striking feature suggested a name for the lake, and I called it Pyramid Lake.



    




    There are many legends and stories surrounding Pyramid Lake, which is located thirty miles north of Reno on the Paiute Tribe’s Pyramid Lake Reservation. A large sucker fish found in the lake, known as Cui-ui, is found nowhere else on earth. There were tales of an underwater tunnel that led from Pyramid Lake to a similar lake in Africa. There, so the story went, one could find the Cui-ui. According to another story, the lake is home to mysterious “water babies,” small, serpentlike creatures that mimic the cries of babies to attract the attention of the unwary. Another version of the water baby story has a young Paiute man venturing to the ocean only to fall in love with a mermaid. When he brought her home to his family, they demanded he return her to the sea. This broke his heart and infuriated his mermaid, who promptly put a curse on the lake.
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    Stone Mother is the large rock that resembles a sitting woman. She is said to be a young woman who met and married the ruler of the lake. Over the years the couple had many children. Kids being kids, the siblings didn’t always get along. Their arguments were loud and annoying. To maintain harmony the man decided to separate his children, sending them in all different directions. Their mother was so devastated at losing her children that she sat down near a mountain and cried. Her tears became Pyramid Lake.




    Those curious people who hear babies crying sometimes venture too near the water’s edge and are pulled into the depths of the salty water, never to be seen again. Several people have drowned in the dangerous and unpredictable waters of Pyramid Lake. Many of the bodies of these drowning victims are never recovered. The lake never gives up its dead.


  




  

    




    Reno and


    Lake Tahoe




    RENO, THE “BIGGEST LITTLE CITY IN THE WORLD,” WAS NEVADA’S original Sin City. Long before Las Vegas became the state’s gambling center, savvy Reno entrepreneurs were raking in the cash in gaming clubs along Center Street, Virginia Street, and Commercial Row.




    The city along the Truckee River was founded in 1868. For much of its early existence, it served as a gateway for prospectors and other hopefuls heading to the silver fields around Virginia City. But Reno really came into its own in the early twentieth century, starting in 1931 when Nevada legalized gambling. After the state loosened its divorce laws in 1934, the city quickly became known as the Divorce Capital of the World. Suddenly the little western town near the Sierra was the symbol of all things naughty: nightlife fun, gambling, and quickie divorces.




    Nearby Lake Tahoe, noted for its clarity, is one of the world’s most beautiful lakes. Tahoe straddles the Nevada–California border, and the two states share oversight of the waters. Its deepest point is 1,645 feet, making it the second-deepest lake in the United States. When looking at the crystal-blue waters of Tahoe on a cloudless spring afternoon, it’s difficult to conjure up images of anything ghostly—but it certainly is there.




    




    Lynching at the Wedding Ring Bridge




    Many ghost researchers believe violent death leads to a haunting. This may be the reason that Luis Ortiz is said to haunt downtown Reno’s Wedding Ring Bridge. Ortiz was a ranch hand who liked to drink, and he was a vicious drunk who turned dangerous after a few whiskeys. In July 1891 he stopped in at a downtown saloon with his month’s pay. It wasn’t too many drinks later that Ortiz found himself in the middle of a heated argument with three men. The odds were seemingly stacked against him until Ortiz pulled a knife and severely wounded all three of his opponents.




    For his part in the melee, Ortiz was convicted of assault and urged by Constable Dick Nash to leave town. He did, at least temporarily. Unfortunately, Ortiz decided to return to Reno two months later.




    Ortiz was back in town on the evening of September 17. Angrily brushing past friends who urged him to leave, he headed straight for the bar at the Grand Central Hotel on the corner of Plaza and Virginia Streets. The train ride had left him dry. He spent several hours at the Grand Central swilling whiskey and itching for a fight. Shortly before midnight the owner of the hotel started closing the bar. Ortiz asked about a room and was told that none were available. Taking pity on him, the kindly bartender offered to share his room with the young ranch hand. But Ortiz suddenly grew angrier; he insisted that he wasn’t tired, and that he’d come to town to drink and have a good time. He stomped out onto the building’s front porch and drew his gun.




    “I want to kill some son of a bitch!” he snarled as he pulled the trigger. A bystander was struck in the buttock. Everyone on the porch scattered. No one wanted to get into a gunfight with Ortiz; his reputation was well known to the denizens of this part of town.




    When Constable Nash received word that Ortiz was back in town and also drunk, he took two men and headed for the Grand Central. Ortiz had had his chance. This time he was going to jail.




    Nash walked to the porch and stared at Ortiz a moment. “C’mon Luis, you’re going to jail,” he said softly. Without a word, Ortiz raised his gun and fired and then stumbled onto the street. All three officers pounced on him and wrestled him to the ground.




    Only when a sharp pain seared through his stomach did Nash realize he was shot. Friends helped him to the home of a doctor, while others hauled Ortiz to jail. The next morning local newspaper reporters came to Ortiz’s jail cell where he told them, “I don’t know what I did. I was drunk yesterday, all day. I don’t know nothing. I don’t know who brought me here, or why I was arrested.”




    Hope for Nash’s recovery dimmed when the doctor announced that his wounds were probably fatal. Friends of the fallen constable were outraged. Luis Ortiz was not going to get away with harming their friend.




    A secret vigilante group known as the 601 decided to take matters into its own hands. Like groups of the same name in Virginia City and Carson City, Reno’s posse was composed of several prominent male citizens who sought to keep their community safe and free of violence. While other citizens of Reno slept soundly in their beds, a clandestine meeting of the 601 was called to order and the problem of Ortiz was quickly resolved. It was decided that he must swing for his transgression. The group marched to the jailhouse and roused Deputy John Caughlin, who was sleeping on a small cot by the door.




    “Who’s there?” Caughlin asked.




    “A friend wants to see you,” came the reply.




    When the deputy naively opened the door, the angry mob rushed in and overcame him. Ortiz was wakened and told, “You are wanted downtown!” The group stealthily marched their prisoner to the Virginia Street Bridge, which spanned the Truckee River.




    “Do you have any final requests?” someone asked Ortiz as the rope was looped around his neck.




    “A priest and a glass of water.”




    A man proffered a whiskey flask. “Whiskey’s all we have, Ortiz.” Ortiz gulped it down. After explaining where he wished his personal effects to be sent, he faced the mob. “Ready,” he announced firmly. The noose was tightened, and Luis Ortiz was hoisted out of this world and into the next.




    Five hours later the body was cut down from the bridge. It was too late for Ortiz but not for Constable Nash; within the week he made a full recovery, thus demonstrating how hastily the vigilantes had acted. The Weekly Gazette Stockman had this to say about the affair, which was the first and only lynching in Reno’s history: “Ortiz Hung! The County and Town well rid of a worthless vagabond. The man who was so handy with his gun departs this life at the end of a rope.”




    Constable Nash would live to serve another term as constable before being elected justice of the peace. He died at his home on Fourth Street on December 15, 1905. The old bridge on which Ortiz was lynched was replaced in 1901 by what is known as the Wedding Ring Bridge. Ortiz’s lonely apparition is sometimes seen wandering the bridge late at night. Those who’ve encountered the ghost claim he appears to be confused and angry. His mouth moves to speak but no sound is heard. Then he quickly turns and heads toward the lights of downtown Reno. Can you blame him for being angry?




    




    Downtown Sidewalk




    Spots where violence and tragedy have taken place are forever changed. These changes might be imperceptible to most of us. Not so for those who are more sensitive; a psychic can often sense the violence and tragedy that has become imprinted on a location. So it is for a section of sidewalk on North Virginia Street in downtown Reno. It was on this very sidewalk on Thanksgiving Day 1980 that Priscilla Ford committed one of the most horrendous crimes in Nevada history.




    It started as just another Thanksgiving in Reno. The weather was mild for November; tourists filled the downtown hotel-casinos in anticipation of a three-day weekend of gaming fun. Hotel kitchens were busy preparing traditional Thanksgiving dinners with all the trimmings. The sidewalks were bustling with people headed toward one casino or the other. Gaming is a 24/7 endeavor; holiday or not, someone is always at work in a casino. During their breaks, casino employees seeking a respite from stale cigarette smoke stepped out for a breath of fresh air. Some ducked in and out of other establishments, wishing friends a happy holiday, perhaps pulling the handles of promising slot machines.




    Priscilla Ford was new to Reno, having been in town only two weeks. She was angry and distraught after social services had taken her child from her. She drank nearly half a bottle of wine and devised a plan. She was hearing voices inside her head. And they were telling her to kill. She could not disobey. The fifty-one-year-old got in her blue 1974 Lincoln Continental and slowly drove north on Virginia Street toward downtown.




    No one paid any attention to the Lincoln as it passed the Mapes Hotel and crossed First Street. But the voices inside Ford’s head were growing louder. Suddenly, she pulled the car onto the sidewalk and floored the gas pedal, plowing through the crowd of people. Oblivious to the scene before her and the agonized cries of her victims and those of horrified onlookers, she drove on. Even as the Lincoln Continental tossed broken and battered bodies into the air, Priscilla Ford continued driving north toward Reno’s famous arch. The carnage came to an end when two men pulled their cars in front of the Lincoln at the intersection with Second Street, blocking the car’s path.
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