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PREFACE


Before we start our survey of all the ghosts that infest Greenwich Village, perhaps a short history of the district might be in order.


The island of Manhattan (named for the Manhatta branch of the Lenape tribe that occupied it) was most probably first spotted by Europeans in 1524 when Florentine explorer Giovanni da Verrazzano sailed by New York Harbor. It was first mapped in 1609 by English navigator Henry Hudson while sailing for the Dutch East India Company. He and the crew of the Half Moon (Halve Maen) explored the bay and then sailed up the river on the west side of the island (today the Hudson River) all the way to present-day Albany.


Hudson did not discover a Northwest Passage to the Orient, which was the primary goal of his voyage, but he did return home with a boatload of beaver pelts, which set off a series of fur-trading expeditions over the next decade. To exploit trade with the Native Americans, the Dutch West India Company was established in 1621. The operation was a private concern, but it had full authority to act on behalf of the Dutch government in the territories that were being called New Netherland.


In 1624 the Dutch West India Company set up a permanent fur-trading settlement on Governor’s Island. Other trading posts soon followed. In 1625, to protect the colonists and to guard the entrance to the Hudson River, the company built Fort Amsterdam at the southern tip of Manhattan Island. As a result 1625 is recognized as the official date for the founding of New Amsterdam, or, as it is now known, New York City.


Peter Minuit replaced Willem Verhulst as director-general of New Amsterdam in 1626, and it was that year that the legendary purchase of the 22.7-square-mile, 13.4-mile-long island was made from the Manhatta for goods worth about sixty guilders or, according to an 1846 historian, the equivalent of twenty-four dollars. (The mythic tale of the purchase usually has Minuit personally maneuvering the exchange. He was no doubt intimately involved in the negotiations, but no actual deed or bill of sale exists listing either his name or how much money was involved in the trade.)


For the first few years, most of the European inhabitants populated only the harbor end of the island. Before long, settlers began to move northward and clear parcels of land for farming. In the 1630s, Dutch farmers and freed Africans cultivated pastures near present-day Gansevoort Street and called the area Noortwyck, or Northern District.


At the time of the Dutch purchase of the island, the land that would one day be Washington Square was a small marsh with a stream running through it known as Minetta Creek, or Minetta Brook. The Native American village of Sapokanikan (meaning “Tobacco Field”) lay close by. By the middle of the 1600s, the Dutch had taken over the property and driven out the native inhabitants.


A little-known experiment in emancipation took place soon after. The Dutch farmers who had tracts along the Minetta freed some of their slaves and gave them small plots on either side of the creek. This was done in the hopes that the new landowners would act as a sort of “human shield,” if need be, between the Dutch and the restless Lenape whom they had displaced. The catch was that a percentage of freedmen’s profits had to go to the Dutch West India Company, and any new children they conceived would be born as slaves. From 1643 to 1664 the acreage making up today’s Washington Square Park was informally known as “The Land of the Blacks.”


In 1664 English ships appeared in the harbor off New Amsterdam demanding the keys to the city. The colonists were assured that if they surrendered peacefully they would be allowed to keep their property as long as they swore allegiance to the British crown. Dutch Director-General Peter Stuyvesant found no colonists willing to defend the city, so he was forced to surrender. Upon taking control, the British changed New Amsterdam’s name to New York.


As the eighteenth century approached, much of the farmland north of the city was subdivided and sold for real estate to meet the needs of a burgeoning population. Carriage paths and horse trails became lanes, then roads. Around 1673 the new hamlet became known as Groenwijck, meaning “Green District.”


The community was officially recognized by the name Greenwich Village in 1712. (The earliest surviving mention of “Grin’wich” is in a 1713 Common Council record book.) The town’s borders were roughly from what are now Houston Street to Fourteenth Street and from the Hudson River to the current Sixth Avenue (also known as Avenue of the Americas). Well into the early 1800s, however, Greenwich Village was sparsely settled and was separated from New York City by a canal that ran along the route of present-day Canal Street, with two main crossings: Greenwich Road (today’s Greenwich Street), which was almost unusable when it rained, and a stone bridge at Broadway.


The Commissioner’s Plan of 1811, passed by the New York State Legislature, laid out a grid pattern for the streets of Manhattan to facilitate further development on the island. Technically the proposal was enacted for the areas north of Fourteenth Street, but it was decided to follow the design all the way to the southern end of the island wherever possible. An exemption was made for the area west of Greenwich and Sixth Avenues, which explains why much of what is now the Greenwich Village Historic District was allowed to keep its labyrinth of narrow, curved lanes. Broadway defies the island’s boxlike checkerboard of streets, cutting diagonally from the southeast to the northwest, because it was originally a Manhatta footpath known as the Wickquasgeck Trail.


In April 1797 the Common Council of New York bought the fields east of Minetta Creek and turned them into a public cemetery and potter’s field. Recent discoveries suggest that the north side of the graveyard, especially along Waverly Place, was a more formal burial ground used mostly by German immigrants. The south side was for the indigent and those who were unclaimed or unknown. The cemetery was closed in 1825, but none of the graves were relocated. It’s estimated that as few as five hundred to as many as twenty thousand people are still laid to rest under Washington Square Park.


In 1826 the city purchased the land immediately to the west of Minetta Creek. It was combined with the former cemetery, and the whole lot was leveled, graded, and turned into a 9.75-acre public square called the Washington Military Parade Ground. Used by the state militia, it was also open to local volunteer militias as well. Now and then a cannon or some other piece of heavy artillery fell through the unpacked earth into a sunken grave, but it was a small price to pay for such a splendid exercise yard.


Over the next two decades, the property surrounding the rectangular plot of land became very fashionable. Between 1829 and 1833 a series of Greek Revival attached homes were built along the north side of the square. The block of townhouses, now landmarked, is referred to as “The Row.” The buildings were constructed of red brick in Flemish bond, and their doorways are framed by Ionic or Doric columns, topped by marble pediments. In 1849 and 1850 the parade ground was transformed into a fenced public park with walking paths, and in 1852 a large, central fountain was added.


In 1871 Washington Square Park became part of the New York City Department of Parks. The grounds are bordered on the west by MacDougal Street, to the east by University Place, on the south by West Fourth Street, and on the north by Waverly Place.


In the fifty-five years since the parade ground was established, however, the neighborhood had changed considerably. Though the north side of the park remained desirable to the well-to-do, period houses along the rest of the perimeter were mostly replaced with high-rises, lower-rent housing, and office buildings. In turn, many of these structures have since been replaced or renovated, many by New York University.


In the early part of the twentieth century, the Village became a haven for the avant-garde, the unorthodox, and the downright odd. The Beat Generation emerged in the 1950s, along with a nascent jazz scene. Off Broadway theater and intimate music clubs began to thrive. “Beatniks” led to “hippies,” and in the 1960s Greenwich Village was the site of antiwar protests. And on June 28, 1969, the West Village saw the unofficial beginning of the Gay Rights movement when a police raid on a gay bar, the Stonewall Inn, sparked violent street demonstrations. Gentrification of the Village over the next few decades ended years of reasonably priced housing, and many artists who had been surviving on God’s good graces were forced to move out.


Originally Greenwich Village only stretched from the Hudson to Sixth Avenue or slightly beyond, but after the creation of Washington Square, Broadway became accepted as the eastern boundary of the Village. Some felt the Village’s new border went as far as Bowery.


In the 1970s many of the bohemian elements that characterize the Village started to take hold in the blocks of the Lower East Side between Broadway and the East River. This area includes the neighborhood known as Alphabet City (so called because Avenues A, B, C, and D run through it) and NoHo (short for North of Houston; bordered by Broadway, Bowery, Astor Place, and, of course, Houston Street). Taken together, the district between Houston and Fourteenth, from Broadway to the East River, is referred to as the East Village. The quarter has now become upscale, too, as housing was upgraded and trendy shops moved in.


The year 2012 marks the three-hundredth anniversary of the official founding of Greenwich Village. Despite its growth and many changes over the centuries, the entire district—but especially the West Village—still has the feel of an enclave, whose independent spirit is fiercely protected and preserved by its residents.
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INTRODUCTION


I’ve always been drawn to Greenwich Village—a tangle of short, winding lanes and picturesque brownstones, all peopled by a cast of characters straight out of Central Casting. Somehow I knew that many of the pubs, taverns, hotels, churches, and historic houses would turn out to be haunted. Imagine my surprise to discover that these few square miles have, perhaps, more ghosts per capita than any other comparable city district anywhere on the face of the planet!


Fortunately this book gave me the opportunity to seek them out.


Some of the Greenwich Village phantoms, such as Peter Stuyvesant, who materializes in St. Mark’s Church in-the-Bowery, date back to the city’s earliest days, when it was the Dutch colony of New Amsterdam. Several spooks come from the time of the American Revolution: Thomas Paine, Aaron Burr, and Alexander Hamilton to name just a few. Two famous spectres whose time on earth straddled two centuries are Mark Twain and Harry Houdini. Two others who came to fame in the 1900s shared a first name but little else. In fact, they could not have been more different: Charlie “Bird” Parker and Charles “Lucky” Luciano.


Some of the Village ghosts hang out in public areas, such as Washington Square Park and the Lexington Avenue subway line. A few like the limelight and have come back to take a bow at one of the quarter’s many Off Broadway theaters. There are at least two hotels whose tenants have never checked out. (One of the inns houses ghosts that were survivors of the Titanic!) There are also a couple of fire stations with resident spirits. And speaking of “spirits,” Greenwich Village also seems to have more than its share of haunted taverns. Maybe the pubs’ late-night apparitions, such as poet and taproom regular Dylan Thomas, never heard the bartenders shout out last call.


Most of the haunted places found in Greenwich Village don’t have famous phantoms, however, and the venues are mostly nondescript from the outside. It’s not until their residents think they’re safe behind closed doors that the spirits come out to play.


I’ve separated this book into three sections. Part One details some of the hauntings that take place in and immediately around Washington Square Park because it’s the primary landmark of the Village. With its distinctive Memorial Arch, Washington Square has to be considered “Ground Zero” in any discussion of Greenwich Village ghosts.


Part Two takes us over into the West Village. Streets around Washington Square are laid out more or less in a grid fashion. Roads in the West Village are more helter-skelter, following old footpaths and horse trails, resulting in a maze of intersecting lanes. The nineteenth-century townhouses, taverns, and hotels that line them make perfect hiding places for an abundance of banshees.


At one time, the blocks between Broadway and the East River were simply considered parts of the Lower East Side, the Bowery, and Alphabet City, but these blocks have merged to form its own identity—the East Village—since gentrification moved into the area in the 1980s and 1990s. This is the neighborhood we’ll visit in Part Three. And trust me, like the rest of Greenwich Village, it’s not lacking for apparitions and other paranormal activity.


After the ghost stories, there are three appendices in the back of the book. The first one is a bibliographic resource for some of the books, articles, videos, and websites I consulted while writing this book. The second appendix lists the addresses and contact information for all of the major sites mentioned throughout the stories in case you want to visit them. And finally—new for this series—a third appendix offers three suggested walking tours of the haunted sites found in Greenwich Village, one aligned with each of the sections of the book. Any one of these walks should take about a half day to complete, depending upon how much time you spend inside the places that can be entered. But if you’re hardy and adventurous enough, you might be able to combine them into one long, very full day of ghost hunting.


Whether you let your fingers or your feet do the walking, I hope you enjoy all of the tales of terror in Haunted Greenwich Village.




Part One
GREENWICH VILLAGE—THE HISTORIC CENTER



The words “Greenwich Village” instantly conjure up the archetypal image of a hip, bohemian enclave, filled with the eccentric, the artistic, and the unconventional. But it’s also a neighborhood filled with ghosts. And why not? Much of the area was once a forbidding marshland, and for about a quarter of a century Washington Square Park served as the pauper’s graveyard. And then there were the executions from the Hangman’s Elm!


Today “the Village” stretches from the Hudson to the East River, but its historic center is bounded by Sixth Avenue to the west, Broadway to the east, Fourteenth Street to the north, and Houston Street on the south. How many hundreds (or even thousands) of Big Apple apparitions must live within its borders?




Chapter 1
Ghost Central Station



Washington Square
 Waverly Place, West Fourth Street, University Place, and MacDougal Street


Up to twenty thousand people were buried under the commons now known as Washington Square, and many of their spirits walk the grounds. As, too, do the ghosts of those executed on the property, “celebrity” apparitions, and even a phantom dog. But perhaps first among equals are the spectres that proclaim Greenwich Village an independent republic from the top of the Memorial Arch.


Cold wasn’t the word for it. Jeff could almost feel little crystal flakes forming on his breath as he exhaled. At first he thought his entire face was freezing over, but then he realized the stinging tightness around his eyes and lips was caused by having spent the last couple of hours in an overheated room with no humidity. Oh, well, he thought. You know what they say: Out of the frying pan, into the refrigerator.


It was his own fault. He hadn’t expected the sudden drop in temperature, and his winter coat was at the cleaners. He was stuck with a flight jacket, more appropriate for autumn than midwinter. He could have gotten away with it if he’d worn layers, but he knew he was going to be indoors most of the night and didn’t want to roast. No, he’d have to make do.


Jeff and his girlfriend, Melissa, had spent the evening uptown helping her BFF mark one of those milestone birthdays. All birthdays seemed to be milestones for women, he laughed to himself, but this was a real one: The Big 3-OH! Jeff had passed that point of no return a few years before, rather uneventfully as he recalled, but he did remember thinking at the time that he could no longer pretend to be young. At thirty, like it or not, you are absolutely, unforgivingly, an adult.


Perhaps that fact weighed more on women, Jeff mused. Which was why he had put up no argument when Melissa discreetly told him she wanted to stay a bit longer with Melodie and that he could run along. She’d see him tomorrow. Yada yada. He could take a hint. The rest of their night would be girl talk with (knowing those two) lots of laughs and tears over several bottles of Chardonnay.


Now, tucking his fingertips under his arms, Jeff picked up his pace. The walk was longer than he had thought it would be. There was a subway stop within a half block of Melodie’s place on Fifty-seventh, and he had run down into the station without thinking. It was the N heading downtown, which in normal weather would have been fine. But it had let him off on Eighth on the east side of Washington Square, so he now had to cross through the park to get to his apartment over on Sullivan. If he had just paid a little more attention, he could have transferred at Herald Square and taken the F down to Fourth Street.


He was about halfway through the park when a sudden gust of wind whipped around and smacked him full in the face. Where had that come from? Jeff pulled the knit cap all the way down over his ears.


His eyes strayed over to the Memorial Arch. No matter how often he passed it, he couldn’t get over how amazing it looked, especially since it had been restored. And at this time of night, in this frigid weather, with all the tourists, students, office workers, street performers, and skateboarders gone, there were no distractions. He could simply stand and take in the marvel. It stood there silently, solid, a thing of beauty.


Jeff was about to lower his head and force himself onward when something caught his eye. There! Standing on the top of the grand arch was one . . . no, two . . . no, a whole group of people. They were huddled together, and bundled up in long, old-fashioned, fur-collared coats, wearing gloves and mufflers, they almost looked like Christmas carolers out of a Dickens novel.


They seemed to be hollering to Jeff, though he couldn’t hear a sound, and were wildly gesturing for him to come closer. Did they want him to join them?


Jeff knew there was a spiral stairway inside the west leg of the arch, installed so that workmen could access the roof. In fact, for a day or two back when the structure was refurbished in 2004, people were allowed to climb the steps to view the interior brickwork.


Did he dare go up? He looked around. There were no patrol cars in sight. What the hell! What’s the worst that could happen?


Jeff set off at a trot, quickly reaching the bottom of the structure. He walked over to the west leg, expecting to find the entryway to the staircase wide open, but no . . . The door was sealed tight, as usual.


So how did they get to the top? Jeff circled both legs to see if there was another way up, but the only entrance, open or shut, was the one on the west leg.


Puzzled, he walked about a hundred feet toward the fountain located in the center of the park, then turned back to look at the memorial. He was far enough away that he could see the top of the arch, or at least anyone who was standing up there. But now there were no signs of life. The silent revelers were no longer there.


All at once the sounds of the city began to pound in Jeff’s ears. It was only then that he realized everything around him had been deathly quiet for some time—ever since that strange blast of air had caught him in the face. He glanced at his watch. The whole experience had taken less than five minutes.


Who had the people been? Where did they go? Had he even seen them at all? Jeff hunched his shoulders and drew in his jacket more tightly as he began walking the last few blocks to his apartment. The mystery could wait. For now, he had to get out of the cold.
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Jeff didn’t know that the folks he saw on top of the arch weren’t flesh and blood, and he was far from the first person to have spotted the spectres. One or more phantoms have been cavorting there for more than a quarter century.


The Memorial Arch, located at the north edge of the park, where Fifth Avenue dead-ends at Waverly Place, is undoubtedly the most conspicuous landmark in Washington Square Park. The original arch was erected in 1889 for a three-day festival commemorating the centennial of George Washington’s inauguration. Designed by famed New York architect Stanford White (of McKim, Mead, and White), it was built in wood and festooned with papier-mâché wreaths, garlands, and electrical lights. The $2,700 temporary structure stood about one hundred feet north of the park spanning Fifth Avenue and was so popular that local residents immediately commissioned White to fabricate a permanent Tuckahoe marble edifice in the nearby park.


Ground was broken on May 30, 1890, but construction was soon delayed when workers hit a layer of human bones ten feet down. Once the skeletal remains were cleared away, the project resumed. The seventy-seven-foot-tall, $134,000 Beaux Arts Memorial Arch was dedicated on May 4, 1895. White had provided the basic design, and David H. King Jr., who had built the pedestal for the Statue of Liberty, oversaw construction. Most of the ornamentation, including the distinctive spandrel panels covered with rosettes on the underside of the arch, was by Frederick William MacMonnies. The marble eagles on the north and south sides of the arch were by Philip Martiny. Two statues were later added to the north side of the arch’s legs. The figure on the easternmost leg, designed by Hermon Atkins MacNeil, depicts Washington as Commander-in-Chief, accompanied by Fame and Valor. Alexander Stirling Calder’s Washington as Statesman, accompanied by Wisdom and Justice, flanks the other leg. Both statues were carved from Dover marble and were added in 1916 and 1918, respectively.


On the night of January 23, 1917, French artist Marcel Duchamp, American painter John Sloan, Sloan’s art student and Texas-born poet Gertrude Drick, and Provincetown Playhouse actors Alan Russell Mann (also known as Forrest Mann), Charles Ellis, and Betty Turner slipped through the unattended iron door on the west leg of the Washington Square Arch and climbed the stairway to the top. It was Drick who had found out about the maintenance staircase and instigated the whole thing.


Drick was quite a character. Slender and bob-haired in the flapper style, she was prone to bouts of melancholy. Among other idiosyncrasies, to introduce herself she carried black-bordered name cards with a single word, WOE, engraved on them. When anyone asked why she wanted people to call her that, Drick would reply, “Because Woe is me.”


On January 22 Woodrow Wilson spoke before the US Senate, recommending that all countries should avoid foreign alliances and entanglements. (America would not enter World War I until April 6.) Drick—who had long before decided that Greenwich Village, populated as it was by eccentric artists, should be recognized as its own nation—took the president’s speech as a call to action. She decided she would declare the Village’s sovereignty from the top of the Memorial Arch.


She already knew about the “secret” door and stairwell. She rounded up a bunch of Chinese lanterns, red balloons, food, and lots of liquor. She also filled hot water bottles to sit on, knowing it would be cold that night. Somehow she managed to get all the odds and ends up to the roof of the arch. She then convinced her convivial friends to meet her there that night. As they arrived, no doubt already a few sheets to the wind, Drick handed each person a cap pistol. When everyone was assembled, Drick dramatically read her proclamation, a Declaration of Independence for the Republic of Greenwich Village. The cap pistols were fired in jubilation, a bonfire was lit, toasts were made, and for the next several hours, as the old saying goes, a good time was had by all. The next morning, as people crossed through Washington Square, the only trace of the previous evening’s celebration was a ring of red balloons tied to the low wall encircling the top of the arch.


There is some debate as to what night the incident took place. Many books of ghost tales and website listings of paranormal hauntings give the date as New Year’s Eve or just after midnight on January 1, 1917. That has a nice ring to it, story-wise, but most Greenwich Village historians say the event really happened on January 23. Regardless, the revolutionaries’ ghosts have been spied standing on top of the arch, waving to those passing below, on various dates throughout the year, starting in the 1980s or early 1990s.


Marcel Duchamp and his companions seem to limit their activities to the roof of the arch, but other denizens of the dark ramble through the park more freely. Many of the apparitions are thought to be the spirits of people whose bodies still lie buried underground from the square’s days as a cemetery for the poor. Do their ghosts show up because they wish to be remembered, or are they upset by all the living who defile their graves by walking on them?


Other phantoms roam the square as well. It’s easy to identify some of them: They are Manhatta who had been chased off their land, recognizable by their tribal clothing. They couldn’t return to the banks of the Minetta while they were alive, so perhaps their spectres have returned to claim the park as their Happy Hunting Ground.


Rumors persist that a large tree in the northwest corner of Washington Square was originally known as the Hangman’s Elm. Supposedly executions were held there from the time of the American Revolution up to when burials in the graveyard were discontinued. The problem with the old wives’ tale is that, at the time the hangings were supposedly taking place, the tree was on private property west of Minetta Creek, not on the cemetery grounds.


Only one hanging in the graveyard has ever been documented, and stories differ as to the site of the gallows. Some say it was where the fountain is now located; others say it was where the Arch stands. As for the Hangman’s Elm, the branch from which the noose was allegedly strung cracked and had to be removed in 1992. The tree itself survives—one of the oldest in New York City—and from time to time people passing under it swear that they see the shadowy form of a corpse hanging from one of its limbs. Other phantoms that converge around the tree are thought to be the lost souls of innocent prisoners who had been put to death.


Other sightings have included the ghosts of Edgar Allan Poe, who lived in the Village for a time, and folk singer Woody Guthrie, who stayed with the Almanac Singers at 647 Hudson Street in the early 1940s and also at 74 Charles Street.


No doubt the cutest apparition is that of Fala, the beloved Scottish terrier of President Franklin Roosevelt. In 1952 Robert Moses, then Parks Commissioner, announced plans to extend the four lanes of Fifth Avenue through Washington Square Park in an attempt to revitalize the south side of the quadrant. Neighborhood activists, including West Village resident Eleanor Roosevelt—who had kept a house at 29 Washington Square West from 1942 to 1949—rose up against the proposal, and it was successfully nipped in the bud. Despite objections, however, cars continued to be allowed to drive in a single lane under and through the Memorial Arch until the end of the decade.


During Eleanor Roosevelt’s time in the Village, Fala was no doubt a welcome visitor in her home. The canine died in 1952 and is buried next to FDR in Hyde Park. But Fala apparently enjoyed playing in Washington Square Park enough to make it a private dog run for the rest of eternity.


Today as one stares up at the Memorial Arch, wades in the park’s new fountain, or strolls peacefully through the plaza, listening to a street musician, stopping to watch street mimes, or checking out the players at one of the permanent outdoor chess tables, it’s hard to believe that it wasn’t until 1959 that Washington Square was permanently closed to automobile traffic. Or that it’s been the site of massive political rallies, protest marches, and union demonstrations.


Or that it’s filled with ghosts.




Chapter 2
The Spindrift Spectres



The Mark Twain House
 14 West Tenth Street


The apartment building may be nondescript, but a dark aura exists inside. Mark Twain, who lived there one winter, may have returned. And he’s not alone. According to author Jan Bryant Bartell, he was one of twenty-two spirits who were in residence when she stayed there in the 1960s.


“No, we’re not haunted. I don’t care what you saw on Ghost Hunters. That’s a TV show. This is the real world.”


Bradley bit his lip. He’d already been reprimanded once. Never be sarcastic to people who call to ask about the spirit. They don’t know any better. Just state the facts.


“Yes, Samuel Clemens, or rather Mark Twain, lived here for almost thirty years back in the 1800s. But I’ve worked at the museum for several years, and I’ve never seen any ghosts all the time I’ve been here.”


Bradley put down the phone. He’d been on staff at the Mark Twain House and Museum in Hartford, Connecticut, for almost five years and considered himself somewhat of an unofficial Twain scholar. He thought he knew everything there was to know about the celebrated author, humorist, lecturer, and world traveler, but all this spook nonsense was new to him.


Back in 2009 The Atlantic Paranormal Society, also known as TAPS, investigated the mansion where Samuel Clemens, his wife Olivia, and their three daughters lived from 1874 to 1891 for the SyFy Channel’s popular show Ghost Hunters. Bradley had no idea why. He was never able to find out who had told the program that the spectre of a young woman in a long white dress, perhaps one of Twain’s daughters, was drifting around the house. According to the TV show, the apparition was supposedly caught tugging at visitors, giggling and whispering, and would sometimes press her face up against the windows. Ever since the episode first aired—and it seemed to be in continuous reruns—Bradley had been fielding several calls a month about it.


He hated bursting anyone’s bubble. Any interest in Mark Twain was a good thing as far as he was concerned. But it was a shame it had to come about because of some silly fairy tale.


Not that Twain hadn’t written a few of his own. In 1903 he published one of his most delightful though least known works, “A Ghost Story,” in Sketches New and Old. In the yarn, a man is awakened in his hotel room to discover that invisible hands are pulling the blanket off the bed. Some sort of entity then passes through the door into the corridor without opening the latch. Before long, the man’s room is filled with the sounds of footsteps and rattling chains, luminous faces floating in the dark, and droplets of liquid—was it blood?—falling from the ceiling. And then, to the boarder’s surprise, the ghost of the Cardiff Giant materializes. (The Cardiff Giant was supposedly the petrified body of a humongous man that was dug up on a farm in Albany, New York. It was a complete hoax. Nevertheless, the fossilized figure was put on exhibition, and at the same time a plaster replica claiming to be the “only genuine” article was showcased in Manhattan.) When the ghost in Twain’s story finds out that the relic on display in New York City is only a copy and not his actual remains, he slumps away in embarrassment.


Twain had a lot to draw on when writing about the Spirit World. He lived during the height of the Spiritualism movement, and he attended a number of séances—many of which he described in comic detail in the constant flow of articles he sent to newspapers and magazines.


But, Bradley assured himself, Twain didn’t believe in ghosts or spirits. Or, if he did, he never said so publicly, despite having had a personal encounter that was impossible to explain in any other way. During a large reception, the writer had momentarily spied a female acquaintance on the other side of the room. When he caught up with her later that night at dinner, he apologized for not having spoken to her earlier. To his surprise, she claimed she had not been at the party. Her train was late, and she was still traveling when the afternoon gathering was going on. She told Twain that the whole time she was on the train she could think of nothing except the party: It was so clear in her mind, it was almost as if she were actually there.


Bradley knew that paranormal investigators like those Ghost Hunters people would claim the woman Twain had seen at the party was actually a “spirit double” as a result of astral projection. During an out-of-body experience, also known as an OBE or bilocation, an “astral body” separates from and leaves a person’s physical body. Most times, the spirit hovers nearby, but sometimes it travels far afield. The doppelgänger may look translucent like a ghost or (as happened in Twain’s case) completely solid.


Bradley had been so fascinated by Twain’s spectral encounter that he read up on the phenomenon. It seems there are several different types of astral projection. The stories most often reported come from those who have had near-death experiences. Survivors tell of feeling their spirits temporarily leave their bodies. Often, they can still see their separate, physical forms. They may also be greeted by the apparitions of loved ones or be drawn toward the clichéd “tunnel of light.” But then, sensing it’s not yet their time to Cross Over, their spirits return to their mortal selves.


Other astral projections are “crisis apparitions,” in which a person’s spirit is released at a time of great trauma, illness, or imminent death. The astral body travels, sometimes over great distances, to visit another individual, usually a loved one. (Because it’s so difficult to pinpoint the precise moment of death, there’s sometimes a debate among psychic researchers as to whether a crisis apparition is a spirit double, meaning the person is still alive, or whether the individual is already dead and the astral body is a ghost.)


Bradley was secretly pleased when he found out Twain’s type of encounter was the rarest of all in the OBE files. His was an “arrival case,” in which the astral body of an individual who is in transit shows up at a destination before the actual person does. In such instances, the spectre is usually seen wearing the same clothing as the traveler has on, and many times the apparition looks so real that people talk to it. Sometimes the phantom answers back! As was the case in Mark Twain’s brush with the supernatural, by the time the flesh-and-blood person turns up in an arrival case, the astral double is always long gone.


The museum shop was about to close, and Bradley had started to cash out the register when the phone caught him by surprise. It was very seldom anyone called that late in the day. He was unprepared for the urgency of the voice at the other end of the line.


“Hello, is this the Mark Twain House? My name is Jessica. I think I just saw his ghost!”


Bradley wanted to brush the woman off, but remembering his boss’s admonition and realizing that the caller was deadly serious, he responded as matter-of-factly as possible, “Excuse me? Where are you calling from?”


“I’m in Manhattan, and I saw him last night—well, obviously not him, but his spirit—down at his old house in Greenwich Village.”


Bradley was vaguely familiar with the place. Although the building at 14 West Tenth Street is sometimes called the “Mark Twain House” for convenience sake, Clemens never owned it, nor did he do any of his major writing there. The row house was constructed as a private home around 1855 and was later split into apartments. Bradley wasn’t sure what state the classic brownstone was in when Twain and his wife lived there during the winter of 1900–01, but regardless, its connection to the author was minimal at best.


Nonetheless, Bradley decided to hear the young woman out. She was clearly shaken by whatever had occurred. Jessica had been visiting a friend and was climbing the stairwell to her flat when she noticed an elderly man gently ambling, almost floating, down the steps toward her. His appearance—the wild shock of white hair and bushy moustache—was unmistakable.


Jessica knew from her friend that Twain had once lived in the building, but that was more than a hundred years ago. The woman had only seen the author in photos, of course, and, yes, at some point she had seen Hal Holbrook’s definitive portrayal of the writer on stage, but this was no actor in makeup. This guy, whoever he was, was the real deal.


Jessica was at once bewildered and amused. Did the man live in the building? But then, as she was about to greet the stranger, the man started to fade, like a lightbulb slowly being dimmed, until finally he completely vanished.


Unsure what to do, Jessica stood there on the staircase, frozen in place, for several minutes. Finally she made her way up to her friend’s apartment.


Before long Jessica learned that she wasn’t the only one who had run into the apparition. It had been going on for years. Back in the 1930s the spectre turned up in a ground-floor apartment and scared a woman and her daughter half to death. When the mother demanded the intruder tell her who he was, the spirit said his name was Samuel Clemens and that he was there to complete some unfinished business in the house. And with that, the phantom had disappeared in front of their eyes as well.
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