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Introduction

IN THE MINDS OF THE GENERAL PUBLIC, KENTUCKY IS A WARM PLACE, AN image owed in large part to Stephen Foster’s song “My Old Kentucky Home.” Indeed, horses graze peacefully in the pastures of the Bluegrass State. Spectators dressed in their finery sip mint juleps as they watch their favorites gallop to the finish line in the Kentucky Derby. In some remote pockets of the Appalachians, people still play the old fiddle songs, tell the old stories, and, some say, brew a little moonshine. Stone fences snake their way along the roadside, marking off the boundaries of family farms, where farmers continue to make a living cultivating fields of tobacco and corn.

But Kentucky’s surface beauty is offset by the violence and suffering that occurred during the region’s sometimes brutal history. After 1775, Indians siding with the British repeatedly attacked early settlements. And Kentuckians could not insulate themselves from the Civil War, despite the state’s desire to stay neutral. In 1862, battles were fought at Mill Springs on January 19, Richmond in August, and Perryville in October. Between 1904 and 1909, in a conflict now known as the Black Patch War, night riders who opposed the large firms that controlled the tobacco market burned warehouses, fields, and barns of farmers they felt had “sold out” to the tobacco monopolies. The last public execution in the United States took place in Owensboro, when a black man named Rainey Bethea was hanged on August 14, 1936, for the rape and murder of a seventy-year-old white woman. Death, it seems, is no stranger to Kentucky.

For generations, the descendants of the English, Scottish, Irish, French, German, and African Americans who settled in Kentucky spun tales in its backwoods and small towns. Many of these stories reflect the folk culture of their place of geographic origin. A case in point is the story of the Russellville Girl, whose indelible image still remains on a pane of glass in her home. Another theme commonly found in stories from both Europe and the United States is the vanishing hitchhiker. In the Kentucky version, the hitchhiker is a girl who is picked up by two young men on their way to a dance in Tompkinsville.

Paranormal experts claim that psychic residue from Kentucky’s bloody past remains at some of the state’s historic sites. In the early nineteenth century, Mammoth Cave was as famous for its four-thousand-year-old mummies and stories of the ghosts of ill-fated explorers as it was for its labyrinthine passages and geologic formations. A number of Kentucky’s bed-and-breakfasts, used as hospitals during the Civil War, still seem to resonate with the suffering and death experienced there. Some of the former penal institutions, such as Bardstown’s Old Jailer’s Inn, reportedly house the spirits of convicts incarcerated there years ago. Waverly Hills Tuberculosis Sanatorium, said to be one of the most haunted places in America, attracts hundreds of tourists each year eager to make contact with the spirits of people who spent their last agonizing moments there.

A number of other paranormal sightings or encounters have also been reported in the state, including the alien abduction of three women in Stanford in 1976 and the collision of a train with a UFO near Paintsville on January 14, 2002. Cryptozoologists flock to Kentucky in search of the Lizard Man, Goat Man, and assorted Bigfoot-type creatures. And many people bore witness to a shower of flakes of meat from the sky in Olympian Springs on March 3, 1876

Every other state has its mysteries. as well, but the dark side of the Bluegrass State seems particularly dark. Could this be because so much of its land is covered with impenetrable forests and cloud-shrouded mountains? Or is it because the dead who lie under Kentucky’s soil find it difficult to rest in peace? Read on and decide for yourself.


Central

Kentucky

MADE UP OF PORTIONS OF THE BLUEGRASS AND PENNYROYAL REGIONS, Central Kentucky was one of the first areas of the state to be settled and is among the most historically significant. Today the state’s largest cities and much of its industry can be found here. Kentucky’s first permanent white settlement, Harrodsburg, grew up around Fort Harrod, which was erected to protect settlers from the Indians. Daniel Boone, one of the fort’s defenders, lived and hunted in the region. Kentucky’s most famous resident, Abraham Lincoln, was born near Hodgenville. The region’s storied past has been immortalized in its folklore.

Harrodsburg’s Mysterious Grave

Harrodsburg was founded in 1774 by a band of pioneers from Pennsylvania led by James Harrod. The little village they carved out of the wilderness, which was the first permanent English settlement west of the Allegheny Mountains, was originally known as Harrod’s Town. It was abandoned briefly in 1774 as a result of Indian attacks but was resettled the next year. During the Revolutionary War, the residents of Harrod’s Town found themselves fighting constant battles with the Indians. By the time the second post office in Kentucky opened in the town in 1794, it was known as the “Birth-place of the West,” because it was the starting point from which pioneers went on to settle the rest of the frontier. During the 1840s, Harrodsburg, as it is now called, was a tourist destination because of the curative powers of its mineral springs. People who stayed here attended concerts, horse races, plays, and parties. Near the edge of town was the Harrodsburg Springs Hotel, developed by Dr. and Mrs. C. C. Graham into one of the most luxurious inns in the entire region. The hotel’s supreme attraction was its lavish ballroom, complete with a band, crystal chandeliers, and more than a hundred lamps. Its most famous guest was a mysterious young woman who apparently has never left.

Late one summer afternoon in the 1840s, shortly before supper, the guests sitting in the rocking chairs in the wide gallery were captivated by the sight of a beautiful young woman entering the hotel. They were struck by the fact that she seemed to be traveling without an escort. Some of the guests later recalled that the girl walked up to the front desk and identified herself as Mary Virginia Stafford of Louisville. She explained that her parents, Judge and Mrs. Stafford, would be arriving later that evening with her luggage. She had wanted to come early so that she could rest up before the ball.

After supper, some of the guests remarked that they had never seen her at any of the social functions at Louisville. Her father’s name was unfamiliar to them as well. Not long after the band started playing, the girl walked into the ballroom and immediately was surrounded by a crowd of young men who begged her to dance with them. As she glided effortlessly across the dance floor, spectators were taken with her grace and beauty. During intermission, the girl strolled out into the summer night, followed by several of her dance partners. Once the music began, she grabbed the hand of one of her beaux and ran back into the ballroom. Several of the young men overheard her say, “I am so happy! I wish I could stay here forever!” Then, during the last dance of the evening, she was whirling across the dance floor with one of her partners when she suddenly collapsed in his arms—dead.

Following the girl’s death, the hotel clerk discovered that all the information she had given him was fictitious. A staff member searched the small trunk she had left in her room, but it was totally empty. Guests and management of the hotel were so moved by the girl’s wish to stay in their town forever that they decided to bury her there. Her dance partners served as pallbearers. Hundreds of people flocked to Harrodsburg to view the body of the unknown girl, who was buried on the hotel’s property.

The Harrodsburg Springs Hotel burned in the first half of the twentieth century. The parcel of land on which it once stood is now Harrodsburg Springs Park. For many years, people have witnessed the apparition of a young woman dressed in an old-fashioned ball gown walking around the site of the old hotel in the moonlight. The spectral image of a girl has also been seen dancing to music that only she can hear. In Jeffrey Introduces 13 More Southern Ghosts, Kathryn Tucker Windham tells the story of a nurse who was walking through the park at midnight when she saw a whitish figure approach her at the springhouse. As the figure drew nearer, the nurse recognized her as the girl who had danced herself to death. Under the arc of a streetlamp, the girl stopped and tried to speak, but she uttered no sound. The nurse, who could read lips, understood the apparition to say that she was lost and could not find her way back to the hotel. When the nurse told her that the hotel had burned down, the girl covered her face with her hands and ran weeping toward the springhouse, where she disappeared.

The strange story of the girl nobody knew still brings tears to the eyes of Harrodsburg residents. First-time visitors to the Harrodsburg Springs Park are drawn to her gravesite, which is surrounded by a white picket fence. The metal marker above the concrete slab is inscribed, “UNKNOWN—Hallowed and Hushed Be the Place of the Dead. Step softly … Bow Head.”

The Headless Ghost of Old Fort Harrod

In 1775, James Harrod and his men returned to Harrod’s Town after the Battle of Point Pleasant, the first battle of the Revolutionary War. Because the Big Spring had washed away part of the garrison the men had built the year before, they immediately set about constructing a second, larger fort on Old Fort Hill. On September 8, not long after the fort was completed, the men were joined by their families. Fort Harrod provided a temporary refuge for the pioneers, who lived in their own cabins built within small stockades outside the fort. The new fort was an improvement over its predecessor because it was built on higher ground, giving the settlers an unobstructed view in all directions. Despite the frequent attacks on the fort by hostile tribes, life for these early settlers was good. Food was plentiful, especially bear which provided a fair substitute for bacon. Inside the fort, the settlers grew the “Three Sisters” of Native American agriculture: squash, corn, and beans. Outside its walls, the rich limestone soil served as an ideal pasture for the residents’ cattle. Fort Harrod was surrounded by several springs, but the primary source of water for the settlers was a natural spring inside the fort. This spring was also the source of the fort’s most famous ghost story.

[image: Image]

Old Fort Spring was located at the bottom of a hill in the northwest corner of the fort. Soon after the stockade was built, the spring became the depository for the runoff from the people and animals that lived there. In 1777, an elderly Dutchman named Barney Stagner was designated unofficial keeper of the spring. His job was to prevent hostile tribes from dumping the carcasses of dead animals in the spring and further polluting the fort’s main source of water. Barney was too old to serve in the militia with the younger men, so he took his job very seriously. One June morning, when Barney failed to return to his cabin, the inhabitants of the fort became alarmed. The men who were sent to look for Barney found his horse grazing just outside the stockade. When they walked down the hill in the northwest corner of the fort, they made a grisly discovery—a headless corpse lying near the spring. Barney’s attackers had stuck his head on a lance and jammed the other end into the ground. According to another variant of the legend, Barney had left the fort late one evening to do some drinking with some of the other men and was attacked by Indians as he staggered back home.

Today the site of the original Fort Harrod is across the road from the present Old Fort Harrod State Park. A twenty-five-year employee at the park named Dennis says that the spring where Barney was murdered is behind the old high school by the Lions Club building. According to Dennis, in the twentieth century, children playing around the spring claimed to have seen Barney’s headless ghost. One young man who did not run away as fast as his friends did when the ghost appeared observed that its clothes were bloodied and that the fingers of its outstretched hands were trying to grasp something that seemed to be just outside of its reach. Old Barney Stagner, it seems, is still looking for his head.

Alien Abduction in Stanford

On January 6, 1976, Mona Stafford, Louise Smith, and Elaine Thomas went to the Redwoods Restaurant in Lancaster to celebrate Mona’s thirty-sixth birthday. After finishing their dinner at 11:15 P.M., the women headed back toward their home in Liberty. None of the women had drunk any alcoholic beverages with their meal. At Stanford, the women had just turned onto Highway 78 toward Hustonville when a bright object appeared in the sky in front of their vehicle and flew toward them. At first they thought it was a burning airplane, but as it got closer they realized it was something else. The women could tell that the object was larger than two houses. It remained a hundred yards ahead of the women and then moved to the left side of the road.

The shaken women had driven about a quarter of a mile when a mysterious blue light filled the interior of the car. Suddenly something seemed to take control of the car. The vehicle soon sped up to 85 miles per hour, even though Louise had taken her foot off the gas pedal. Mona tried to help slow down the car, but without success. The women’s terror was amplified by the sight of the flying object, which was keeping pace with the car. Later, they described it as a large, metallic disk with a ring of red lights at its midsection and a dome atop. Their last conscious memory of the frightening incident was feeling the car being backed up into a pasture just off the highway. Mona, Louise, and Elaine would later discover that the events they were unable to recall were even more terrifying than the ones they remembered.

One hour and twenty minutes later, the three women were back in the Chevy Nova heading toward Liberty. They had no idea how much time had elapsed. They had red marks on the back of their necks, and their eyes burned. After returning to Louise’s trailer, the women drank glass after glass of cold water. When they looked at the kitchen clock and saw the time, they went to the house of a neighbor, Lowell Lee, who confirmed the time. In desperation, they called the police station, then went home. The next morning, they called the Navy recruiting office, but they received no assistance. After the women left the office, one of the recruiters contacted a television station in Lexington. By the next day, the story of the women’s strange encounter was covered by all major news media.

The details of what had happened to the women did not come out until news of the incident reached Jerry Black, an investigator with the Mutual UFO Network (MUFON). The three initially declined to be interviewed, but Black persevered. After several more telephone calls, they agreed to talk to him. During the first interview, conducted by Black and a woman named Peggy Schnell, who said she had previously been abducted by a UFO, Mona, Louise, and Elaine discussed the ill effects they had suffered. They had all lost weight and had an insatiable thirst. Louise said that after the incident, her parakeet became frantic when she tried to pet it, the alarm clock stopped when she touched it, and her car developed electrical problems. At the end of the interview, Black and Schnell were convinced that these were sane women who had experienced something they could not explain.

On March 7, a second interview with the three women was conducted by Dr. Leo Sprinkle, a psychiatrist who was a consultant to the Aerial Phenomena Research Organization (APRO). Under the supervision of Black and Schnell, Dr. Sprinkle used regressive hypnosis to find out exactly what had happened to Mona, Louise, and Elaine. All three women revealed that they had been taken aboard some sort of craft, where they were subjected to medical experimentation. They had not been violated sexually, but they were placed in very humiliating positions.

MUFON’s investigation into the incident was stalled for several months because of a shortage of funds. Eventually, Black realized that the only way Dr. Sprinkle could complete his regressive hypnosis and lie detector tests would be to give the National Enquirer exclusive rights to the story. On June 23, the next interview was held at the Brown Hotel in Liberty. The session began with lie detector tests administered by James Young, a detective for the Lexington Police Department. Young was amazed to find that all three women passed their lie detector tests with flying colors. The women were then placed under hypnosis by Dr. Sprinkle. All of the women said that their bodies were scanned and instruments were used that placed pressure on their limbs. Elaine said that she was probed with an instrument that had a bullet–like tip. The women also described shadowy figures, frightening eyes that hovered over them, and extremely painful eye examinations. The shadowy figures seemed to communicate telepathically with all three women.

After the women went home, the interviewers concluded that the women had actually been abducted by unknown beings aboard a flying ship. Supporting this theory were claims that other people in Casey and Lincoln counties had reported seeing a UFO the same night that Mona, Louise, and Elaine claimed to have been abducted. Even more significant, the farmer who owned the property where the abduction occurred said that he saw a low-flying craft fire a beam of light at the ground near an automobile. To this day, the Stanford incident is considered one of the best-documented cases of alien abduction in UFO history.

The Gray Lady of Liberty Hall

In 1786, James Wilkinson, a young general of the Continental Army, received a land grant from the governor of Virginia for an area that is now Frankfort. When he began planning his new town, he decided to name the streets after his friends. Wilkinson sold the tract of land on which Liberty Hall is now located to Andrew Holmes, who in turn sold it in 1796 to Kentucky’s first U.S. senator, John Brown. Brown spent four years designing and constructing Liberty Hall, where he then lived for forty-one years. He moved into Liberty Hall in 1800, and his wife and infant son joined him in 1801. Over the next decade, the Browns built slave cabins, an outhouse, chicken houses, and a carriage house on the property. Because Liberty Hall was the most lavish house in the frontier, Brown and his wife entertained a number of dignitaries when they lived there, including Andrew Jackson, Aaron Burr, Zachary Taylor, and James Monroe.

In 1830, Brown, now in his seventies, divided his property between his two sons, Mason and Orlando. Mason would inherit Liberty Hall, and Orlando a house that Brown had built for him on his half of the property. In 1934, when John Brown’s great-granddaughter Mary Mason Scott died, her brother, John Matthew Scott, inherited the old home. The constant upkeep of the house did not appeal to him, so he sold it in 1935 to a nonprofit organization that opened it as a house museum in 1937. After the last occupant of the house, Anne Hord Brown, died in 1955, Liberty Hall was taken over by the National Society of the Colonial Dames of America in the Commonwealth of Kentucky. They now manage the property as Liberty Hall Historic Site. A number of docents and visitors to Liberty Hall are convinced that one of the relatives of John Brown’s family has never left.

In 1817, Mrs. Brown’s elderly aunt, Margaret Varick, traveled from New York to Kentucky to console her niece after the death of one of her children. Unfortunately, the trip proved to be so arduous that Mrs. Varick died of a heart attack in one of the upstairs bedrooms before she could be of much help to Mrs. Brown. She initially was buried in a plot in one of the small gardens, but a few years later, her body was moved to a larger cemetery in Frankfort. The exact location of her grave is unknown.

Sightings of Margaret Varick’s spirit in Liberty Hall began only a few years after her death. She has been described as a small woman in a gray dress. Some docents believe that she has been trying to help out the occupants of the house to compensate for her inability to assist her bereaved niece. Margaret is said to be a calming presence who even performs chores around the house. She is usually seen in her bedroom and on the staircase.

The ghost of Margaret Varick was said to have appeared to a number of people in Liberty Hall in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In the 1920s, Mary Mason Scott had come home from college and was sleeping in Margaret’s former bedroom when she sensed someone standing next to her bed. After rubbing the sleep from her eyes, Mary saw the kindly face of an elderly woman looking down at her. A few years after that, Mary told friends and relatives that Margaret Varick was using her as a medium to guide people to the woman’s unmarked grave. Many years later, a college professor who was nearing the end of a six-week investigation of the paranormal activity in the house was awakened in the middle of the night by a gentle touch. He was amazed to see the apparition of an elderly woman smiling at him. And during one of the periods of restoration at Liberty Hall, the curator photographed the ghostly image of a woman descending the staircase.
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