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INTRODUCTION




  New Mexico has a well-earned reputation for the mysterious and the bizarre. It is a land of contradictions and stark contrasts, a place where the exceptional and the commonplace, the rational and the mystical, seem to mix freely.




  Beyond the black-ribboned highways and the bustling cities lies the surreal New Mexico, where ancient riddles lurk amid the sunbaked desert. Sometimes the strangeness is well known—even world famous—such as the 1947 Roswell crash. Other stories of ghosts, monsters, miracles, and magic are told regionally in hushed whispers.




  It is no accident that the forty-seventh state is dubbed the Land of Enchantment. Mystics, artists, outlaws, dreamers, explorers, and scientists have been drawn to New Mexico for centuries. Spanish conquistadores, the first Europeans to meet Native Americans, searched for seven mythical cities of gold; many died in that pursuit. Later, outlaws such as Billy the Kid and Jesse James were lured here by New Mexico’s reputation for lawlessness. Artists such as Georgia O’Keeffe sought out this part of the Southwest for its unique landscapes, natural beauty, and unusual light. Tens of thousands of New Agers and mystics have flocked to New Mexico, seeking the desert’s wisdom and earth energies. And, of course, countless UFO and alien buffs visit the most famous UFO crash site in the world at Roswell.




  Yet while New Mexico is steeped in the strange and supernatural, science has played a big role in the state’s history. The world’s top scientists came to New Mexico in the mid-1940s, developing (and then exploding) the world’s first atomic bomb here. The New Mexican desert is also home to a huge array of radio astronomy dishes, studying the heavens and searching the skies for signs of intelligent alien life. A spaceport—the first of its kind—is being built in southern New Mexico, which will one day be used to take travelers into space. In many ways, New Mexico is truly a portal to other worlds.




  Mysterious New Mexico is the first book to blend these two parallel traditions, using science and scientific methods to explore the mysterious and the bizarre. As a boy growing up in New Mexico not far from the Rio Grande, I was always fascinated by the world’s mysteries, especially those in my home state: local ghost stories, monster sightings, and UFO crashes; stories of miracles and mysteries, strange and wondrous events that seem to defy explanation.




  My interest is in exploring these mysteries and, when possible, solving them. Everyone loves a good mystery—who doesn’t like to be intrigued and tantalized by the lure of the unknown? I certainly do.




  But as Mark Twain said, “Supposing is good, but finding out is better.” A story or legend may be fun and interesting, but is it also true? With this book I try to find out, to separate truth from myth where possible. Most authors who write about the mysterious and unexplained are content to merely repeat and rehash stories; I have taken a different approach. I have tried to bring an unprecedented level of research and scholarship—augmented with personal investigative experience—to these mysteries. I take them seriously and investigate them thoroughly because I believe that they deserve such attention. We can’t plausibly deem these strange events “unexplained” until we have tried our best to explain them.




  I’ve investigated mysterious phenomena in sixteen countries on four continents, traveling the world in search of answers. With Mysterious New Mexico, I return to my home state to tackle some of its weird phenomena, including haunted hotels, healing waters, witchcraft, alien visits—and, of course, many legends of miracles and mayhem.




  In nearly all the cases, I have done original research and firsthand field investigation. Other writers may give their readers an overview or analysis, but few can tell readers what it’s like to actually investigate these mysteries, to be there personally, because they research their books by going to the library (or, these days, by surfing the Internet).




  I do that too—there’s nothing wrong with scholarly and academic research—but to me that’s just the first step in investigating these mysteries, not the last step. Doing real investigation is not easy; it is time consuming, difficult, laborious, and often tedious. It’s much easier to read some articles and books, visit a few websites, and write it up than it is to dig a little deeper for real answers. I have never been content to repeat other people’s stories, to credulously accept other people’s word for what happened. I want to investigate; I want to interview eyewitnesses, go to the locations, see for myself what happened, and try to piece the mystery together.




  Unlike most other books on mysteries in the Southwest and New Mexico, I have actually solved many of the mysteries, and this book is the first to publish the explanations. I give background information on the topics, drawing on folklore, sociology, history, and even forensic science investigation, while guiding the reader through truths and myths about each topic. So join me as I reexamine some old mysteries—and unearth some new ones—in the Land of Enchantment.




  
CHAPTER 1




  PHANTOM PERFORMANCES AT THE HAUNTED KIMO THEATER




  Haunted theaters are nothing new; ghosts have long been said to tread the boards right along with accomplished actors and struggling playwrights. Many of these stories are mere thespian superstition, of course. But one haunted theater in New Mexico’s largest city is not only reputedly home to a ghost but the location of one of the greatest poltergeist cases in history.




  The KiMo Theater in Albuquerque is a remarkable building. It was built in 1926 (the same year Harry Houdini died) and opened its doors on September 19, 1927. Located downtown at 421 Central Avenue, it has a unique architecture that combines art deco with Native American motifs, creating one of the city’s best-known landmarks. The KiMo’s early years were successful as the venue hosted the big stars of the era, including Tom Mix, Ginger Rogers, and Vivian Vance (of I Love Lucy fame).




  The KiMo is the best-known haunted theater in New Mexico, if not the entire American Southwest. The KiMo’s ghost has been the subject of dozens of newspaper and magazine articles, book chapters, and even a few investigations by local ghost hunter groups. It’s a rare Halloween in Albuquerque that one or more news outlets don’t carry some mention of the KiMo haunting. The KiMo ghost has also been featured on national television.
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  Figure 1.1. Albuquerque’s KiMo Theater, said to be one of the most haunted theaters in New Mexico and throughout the American Southwest. Photo by the author.




  TRAGEDY AT THE KIMO




  The theater was successful for its first quarter century, hosting everything from vaudeville to Hollywood films. But tragedy waited in the wings, striking just before four o’clock on a Thursday afternoon, August 2, 1951. About a thousand people were in the theater to see the Abbott and Costello film Comin’ Round the Mountain when a water heater supplying the concession stand exploded into the lobby. Chunks of plaster, scalding steam, and glass shot into the air. When the dust and chaos had settled, eight people were injured; several were treated for fractured arms and legs. One man, Corporal Mike Tullio, had severe cuts and abrasions covering his body that “resembled shotgun wounds.” His face was heavily lacerated, and the blast cost him his right eye, although fortunately his twelve-year-old daughter escaped injury.




  Frank Ellis, eighteen at the time, described the explosion: “I was sitting about four rows from the back. [The film] had just started. All of a sudden I heard a boom. After that people were getting up and running. Some were screaming. After that some men came running in the theater yelling ‘Quiet!’ I did the same. A lady was lying on the floor, she must have had a broken leg. ‘Am I dead?’ ‘Am I dead?’ she kept saying. I tried to calm her down, then some men came over and took care of her” (Giannettino and Bennett 1951).
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  Figure 1.2. Dennis Potter, the longtime technical director at the KiMo Theater, shows the author where the explosion occurred. Photo by Mike Smith.




  Tragically, the most seriously injured was Robert (Bobby) Darnall Jr., a six-year-old boy. Bobby had gone to the theater with two friends, eleven-year-old Lou Ellen and seven-year-old Ronald Ross. The trio sat in the balcony watching This Is America: They Fly with the Fleet, a sixteen-minute short documentary about U.S. naval aviation training in Pensacola, Florida. Bobby became frightened by a sudden loud siren in the film and ran from the balcony, Lou Ellen in pursuit. As it turned out, the boy’s head start may have saved Lou Ellen’s life, because the boiler under the stairs exploded just as Bobby entered the lobby. According to the August 3 account by the Albuquerque Journal, “The child’s head and face were crushed as the blast hurled him into a wall.”




  A defective thermostat was eventually blamed for the explosion. Although the blast was powerful, it did far more damage to the film-goers than to the theater itself. Manager George Tucker estimated that damage to the building was only “several hundred dollars.” As they say in theater, the show must go on. Repairs were made, wounds were bandaged, and the KiMo soon reopened. Funeral services were held for Bobby on August 4, and he was buried in Albuquerque’s Fairview Park Cemetery. Injuries healed and life went on for the city. No one thought much more about Bobby or the explosion that took his life until a few decades later—when Bobby returned.




  LITTLE BOBBY RETURNS FROM THE GRAVE




  One typical account of Bobby’s return from the grave comes from Jewel Sanchez, who spent fourteen years working at the KiMo beginning in 1979. In an interview by Antonio Garcez for his book Adobe Angels: The Ghosts of Albuquerque, Sanchez told of a tradition of leaving doughnuts for Bobby’s ghost. Another source, HauntedHouses. com, states that “in 1988, someone unseen helped itself to some doughnuts which were left untouched by the living on a table in the stage area. Bite marks made by a little mouth could be seen on some of the doughnuts. To pamper their little ghost, crew members started to hang doughnuts on the water pipe that runs along the back wall of the theater behind the stage.” The New Mexico Tourism Department’s website offers its own version of the story: “To appease the spirit, the cast hangs doughnuts on the water pipe that runs along the back wall of the theater behind the stage. Often, the treats are gone the next morning. Of those that are left, bite marks made by a little mouth can sometimes be seen.”




  Apparently, little Bobby Darnall returned in a most spectacular fashion. According to Sanchez,




  one Christmas Day in 1974 there was a performance of some sort, and a member of the crew who was unaware of the doughnut tradition saw the collection of sweets hanging on the water pipe and, apparently disgusted with the sight, removed them and placed them in the trash. I was told that as soon as they were removed all sorts of weird and negative stuff began to happen. Anything that could go wrong, did go wrong. Props which had been well-anchored to the floor toppled over, as if intentionally pushed by invisible hands. Electrical cables blew up in a storm of sparks and flashes. . . . While going through the live performance, [the actors] tripped and fell over an invisible object. Some actors stated that their fall felt as if it was caused by a pair of invisible hands that quickly but firmly pushed them to the floor.




  Dan Mayfield, a reporter for the Albuquerque Journal, described the consequences: “The entire cast forgot to show up. Stage lights were popping. Once they got there, actors forgot lines, and doors and windows were flying open” (Mayfield 2004). Once the doughnuts were replaced (and Bobby was presumably appeased), the incidents miraculously stopped! This is typical of what many think of as poltergeist activity, the terrifying kind often seen in horror movies, featuring cabinet doors opening and closing on their own or dishes crashing around a kitchen late at night.




  The KiMo ghost story includes one of the world’s most famous cases of public poltergeist activity. Alleged ghostly activity is usually very minor (missing keys, odd lights or sounds, etc.) and experienced by only one person; to have a whole theater community witness the mysterious phenomena is very rare indeed. In this case the activity happened in front of hundreds of eyewitnesses. Not only did the cast and crew see these inexplicable ghostly activities, but so did the entire audience! One of the best-documented poltergeist cases in history apparently happened in downtown Albuquerque.




  What do we make of this account of the invisible hands and mysterious disasters? Is this ghost story fiction or a real event? Unfortunately, Antonio Garcez did little or no investigation for his book Adobe Angels to sort fact from fiction. He simply passed along what he had been told as fact. This is a common problem with books containing “true accounts” of ghosts: with very rare exceptions, authors are content to simply record and publish the stories without doing even the most basic research to find out if they are true or not. There’s nothing wrong with collections of fictional ghost stories; folklore provides a wonderful and fascinating look at different cultures. But it is problematic to call such stories “true” without confirmation through independent research. It is dishonest and inaccurate to call a fictional story or novel a “true story.”




  Rather than rely on thirdhand information about the ghostly encounter, I visited the KiMo with a coinvestigator, Mike Smith, to check for ourselves. Sanchez is long gone, but the theater’s current technical manager, Dennis Potter, has almost singlehandedly kept the story of Bobby alive. Potter has seen his share of strangeness in his more than twenty years at the KiMo.




  To be honest, I was skeptical about the story. There are countless ghost and haunted house cases in which a little investigation quickly reveals that the whole story is completely made up; there are no eyewitnesses to the events because they didn’t happen.




  Thus I was (pleasantly) surprised when I spoke to Potter, a friendly, balding, and bespectacled man with an easy smile and the gift of gab (figure 1.3). The disastrous performance could not be dismissed as a mere fabrication. Not only did Potter confirm the basic details of the story, but he was there that night and witnessed the whole thing! “It was just before Christmas, and the New Mexico Repertory Theater Company did A Christmas Carol,” Potter (2008a) explained. The director, Andrew Shea, noticed the doughnuts strung up against the brick wall at the back of the stage: “He saw a large collection of doughnuts. They had just sort of accumulated there.” According to Potter, Shea had a fit about the doughnuts and ordered them removed. The doughnuts came off the walls and were thrown into the garbage. This, according to legend, is what spawned the story of the KiMo ghost.
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  Figure 1.3. The author and KiMo technician Dennis Potter on the stage, where a poltergeist is said to have ruined a performance. Photo by John Thompson of the Albuquerque Journal. Reprinted by permission.




  THE POLTERGEIST APPEARS




  The next day was a Saturday, with two scheduled performances. The problems began almost immediately. The cast and crew began arriving for the two o’clock show, and someone soon realized that none of the child performers who played Bob Cratchit’s children were there. They had gone to see the new Star Trek film, and volunteers were dispatched to local theaters to round up the children. They arrived with mere minutes to spare before the scheduled show time, and the production started fifteen minutes late.




  “About ten or fifteen minutes into the show, weird things started going wrong,” Potter remembers. “People were forgetting their lines, people were tripping and falling on stage, odd pieces of equipment would fall from the ceiling, light bulbs exploded. Electrical cables fell down . . . light gels came off and fluttered down during dramatic moments. They were having trouble getting through the show. Windows and doors on the set were either not opening, or were opening when they weren’t supposed to. It was just really weird. They almost literally didn’t get through the show, there were so many disruptions.” It sounds like a spooky scene from Poltergeist, The Amityville Horror, or The Exorcist!




  Finally, somehow, the show managed to wrap up, and the cascade of mysterious disasters came to an end. The cast and crew, stunned by their ordeal, blamed the director for discarding the doughnuts and rousing the ire of Bobby’s ghost. According to Potter, the director apologized to everyone for removing the doughnuts, then spent fifty dollars on two cases of doughnuts and strung them up all over the building, including the lobby. This tasty offering apparently appeased Bobby, for the eight o’clock show went without a hitch. From then on, doughnuts were left out for Bobby, although some years ago they were moved to a small shrine near the dressing rooms (figure 1.4). A collection of offerings for Bobby, ranging from toys to theater tickets to ballerina shoes, continue to be left for the boy ghost. (The doughnuts are mostly a thing of the past, for sanitary reasons.)




  Some say that Bobby continues to haunt the KiMo and has ruined other performances since that time when he was first denied his doughnuts. Writer Scott Johnson claims, “For a period of time, it seemed that not one performance went off without some type of disaster. Between actors locked in their dressing rooms and tripping while making their entrances, many of which were accompanied by child-like laughter, it seemed the little boy was bent on wrecking the business.” In fact, according to Johnson, “Bobby is still frequently sighted. . . . Sightings of Bobby are continuous, year round” (Johnson 2007).




  Another source, HauntedHouses.com, states, “This scenario has happened many times. As long as treats are hung on the water pipe, everything works fine, goes smoothly, and the child ghost is happy. If his treats are taken down and not replaced, disaster happens with the technical effects. Calm is restored immediately after hanging new treats on the pipe!” I was excited to hear this, because it meant that I might be able to experience Bobby’s ghostly wrath myself. Perhaps if I attended enough shows, or we took down some of the items from his shrine, Bobby would show himself. Additionally, there would be not hundreds, but potentially thousands of eyewitnesses who had experienced similar supernatural events at different performances over the years. Maybe someone in the audience had even recorded such events. The prospect that this could be a world-class, rock-solid case for ghosts excited me, and I was eager to dig deeper into the mystery.




  OTHER GHOSTLY ENCOUNTERS




  A few other people have reported seeing what might be Bobby’s ghost. In one case a woman who happened to be standing across the street from the theater claimed to see a boy waving at her from the (apparently vacant) third floor. Jewel Sanchez, on another occasion, says that she saw a young boy wearing a striped shirt and jeans running up and down the stairs, who then disappeared before her eyes. There are a few other stories from the theater, none with a clear connection to Bobby. For example, one person claims to have heard footsteps when no one was there; on another occasion a child’s laughter was heard; still another time a woman claimed that some play props were mysteriously moved. Unfortunately, such reports were never investigated and are little more than third- and fourth-hand stories. The fact is that there are virtually no other verifiable reports of Bobby; the story of the KiMo ghost rests almost entirely on the doomed performance of A Christmas Carol.




  ENTER THE GHOST HUNTERS




  The story of the KiMo theater has all the elements of a classic ghost story, including the tragic death of a young boy and mysterious and unexplained events that occur thereafter. Yet all the reports—true or not, without further investigation—are simply stories, not the hard evidence science would need to verify a ghost. Ghost stories (as fun and entertaining as they may be) are not evidence.
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  Figure 1.4. A shrine backstage at the KiMo Theater, where offerings are left for Bobby Darnall’s ghost. Photo by the author.




  There are a few people who claim to have found evidence of Bobby’s ghost in the decorated halls of the KiMo. They include Albuquerque ghost hunters Ron and Sherri Andree and their (now-defunct) ghost group, New Mexico Paranormal Investigations (NMPI). The NMPI team appeared on television several times with regard to the KiMo haunting, including on KRQE Channel 13 in an award-winning feature segment broadcast on Halloween 2007.




  The NMPI team conducted a one-night investigation, searching for evidence of Bobby or other spirits in the theater. They used cameras, electromagnetic field (EMF) detectors, dowsing rods, thermometers, and other equipment (for a scientific analysis of these devices and methods, see Radford 2010, chapter 4). Sherri Andree stated, “We thought about what a six-year-old from the 1950s would like to play with so when we did our investigation we brought him a baseball and some Silly Putty.” It’s a quaint thought, although it’s not clear how a disembodied spirit without human hands would play with a baseball or Silly Putty. During their investigation, the Andrees reported finding “anomalous EMF energy,” a “wisp of energy,” and so on, as well as taking photographs they claim are of Bobby’s ghost.




  Cody Polston, the founder of another Albuquerque-based ghost hunting group, the Southwest Ghost Hunters Association, also looked into the KiMo ghost story. In his book Haunted New Mexico, he gives a few accounts of Bobby, “who has been seen playing on the stairs leading to the balcony. He is described as having brown hair, wearing a stripped [sic] shirt and jeans” (Polston 2004, 35). The team investigated the KiMo on several occasions, including in February 2007 and March 2008.1




  
. . . BUT IS IT TRUE?




  At first glance, the evidence that Bobby Darnall haunts the KiMo Theater seems impressive. Hundreds of eyewitnesses saw unexplained phenomena during the ruined Christmas production; and at least two teams of ghost experts “confirmed” the existence of something strange—possibly supernatural—at the KiMo, complete with “anomalous” photos and instrument readings. All in all, the KiMo ghost story seems pretty solid. It’s only on closer inspection that one realizes that things are not always as they appear. As they say, “The devil is in the details.” In this case, the ghost is in the details—or not.




  The account of the disastrous production is an important key to understanding the KiMo ghost story, for several reasons. It is the first time that the ghost of Bobby Darnall was linked to mysterious occurrences at the KiMo. Perhaps more importantly, it is something tangible, something that can be verified. Most “evidence” for ghosts consists of odd feelings, ambiguous photos, and occasional sightings—information that can’t really be examined or tested. But the unexplained phenomena of exploding lights, mysterious falls, and objects moving on their own—witnessed by thousands of people on several occasions—is much closer to hard evidence.




  Something—whether Bobby’s ghost or some other mysterious force—ruined the production of A Christmas Carol on Christmas Day 1974.




  Or did it?




  THE DOOMED CHRISTMAS CAROL




  The first step in unraveling the mystery was verifying the date. According to several sources, including Antonio Garcez in Adobe Angels, the doomed production was held on December 25, 1974. Yet, as researcher Mike Smith discovered in newspaper archives, it is very unlikely that A Christmas Carol—or any other play—was in production at the KiMo that day, for on Christmas Day 1974 the theater was advertised as “the Notorious KiMo, the plushest adult theater in New Mexico.” Instead of a family-friendly production of A Christmas Carol, KiMo patrons saw a film called Teenage Fantasies (with the tagline, “If Deep Throat made you tingle, this will make you twitch!”). If Bobby’s ghost were present that day, the big-screen early-1970s porn was probably more disturbing to the boy ghost than the lack of doughnuts.




  So that detail wasn’t true. Potter told me that the infamous performance occurred some time in the late 1980s or early 1990s. He wasn’t sure of the date—or even the decade—which seemed odd for such a memorable event; I thought to myself that if I’d seen more than an hour of supernatural activity, I’d probably remember exactly when it had occurred. He also corrected another piece of common misinformation about the KiMo ghost: there was only one supernaturally disastrous show, not several, and they certainly have not been occurring to the present day, despite the claims of some ill-informed writers. I was disappointed to realize that I wouldn’t be able to interview a pool of thousands of eyewitnesses, but at least I knew that one audience was there.




  But what year was it? Using the Star Trek film that Potter said the child actors attended before the show as a clue (specifically, Star Trek IV: The Voyage Home), Mike and I narrowed down the month and year to December 1986. We then could identify which performance it was and interview other people involved with that production of A Christmas Carol. I was eager to hear other stories of the poltergeist activity; maybe some attendees had seen other ghostly phenomena.




  I first tracked down Steve Schwartz, the actor who played Bob Cratchit, and asked him what he remembered about that fateful night.




  “It went great, it was a wonderful performance,” he said.




  I was puzzled. A wonderful performance? With all the unexplained problems, the exploding lights, actors tripping on the set, and everything else? How could he have failed to mention experiencing a terrifying poltergeist firsthand? I elaborated, hoping to jog his memory: “The story goes that there was a performance of A Christmas Carol—in fact it was one of the ones you played in—that was ruined by mysterious phenomena: the actors forgot their lines, there were exploding lights, missing props, basically everything that could go wrong went wrong.”




  Schwartz was silent for a moment, incredulous. Finally he asked, “One of our performances?”




  “Yes, that’s the story,” I replied.




  “That sounds like good copy, but I can’t corroborate any of that. I don’t remember any problems like that, or any problems with the show.”




  We spoke further about the show; he remembered it well and described it in some detail. There was no mention of anything strange at all. Just so there was no mistake, I asked one more time: “As far as you know, are any of the accounts of that night true?”




  “Not that I know of,” Schwartz replied, “unless the events were so catastrophic that I blocked them out of my memory!” I ran out of different ways to ask the same question and hung up the phone, trying to understand why the lighting tech and a lead actor in the same play had two completely opposite memories of the show. Of course, people’s memories change over time, and although Schwartz didn’t recall problems with the play, someone else might.




  To get a third eyewitness account, Mike interviewed Andrew Shea, who directed the play and whose dismissive doughnut disposal had allegedly led to the ruined performance. Shea spent eight years directing plays at the KiMo Theater, from 1984 to 1991, and is now a successful film director.




  Shea also disputed Potter’s recollection of that night: “I don’t remember it being a disaster in any way,” he said. He agreed with Potter that some of the child actors were late for the show but stated that they arrived in time for their on-stage appearances. Asked if he recalled any of the incidents described by Potter and repeated by others—the exploding lights, the falling actors, the props moved by unseen hands, and so on—he said no. “In terms of that day that Dennis is talking about, no. All I remember is the kids not showing up [on time].”




  Furthermore, Shea said, the story of him taking down the doughnuts and then replacing them after the disastrous performance is a fabrication. In fact, Shea had never heard the story of Bobby the KiMo ghost until I told him, so he certainly hadn’t been leaving doughnuts for any ghost children. “I didn’t even know that people connected that one particular performance with the doughnuts and the ghost stuff.” Shea’s account makes sense: if there was no ruined performance, then there would be no reason to put the doughnuts back up. He also discredits other stories about ongoing strange occurrences at the KiMo, due to Bobby or any other ghost: “There were no events during my eight years there that didn’t have mundane explanations. . . . I don’t recall anything supernatural or out of the ordinary happening.”




  So one of the play’s main actors and the director both discredit the ghost story. But could we find any audience members who were there? There was no real way to determine who was in the audience at the time, but it’s possible that a critic from a local newspaper attended the play—surely such a mysterious and infamously disastrous performance would have been noted at least in passing in the Albuquerque Journal or the Albuquerque Tribune.




  The mystery deepened: there was nothing. The reviews were positive, and not one mentioned actors falling or tripping, or exploding lights, or any ghostly activities. Just to be sure, Mike contacted Ollie Reed Jr., who had been the drama critic for the Albuquerque Tribune in 1986. Reed said, “I do not recall any stories about any unusual events related to that production.” Other people we interviewed who were there at the time said the same thing. All the evidence points to one inescapable conclusion: the ruination of the play—the very genesis of the KiMo ghost story—simply did not occur; it is but folklore and fiction.




  SPAWNING THE STORY




  Where does this leave Dennis Potter and the countless ghostly stories his tale spawned? I don’t believe that Potter is a liar or that he’s crazy; he simply did something we all do from time to time: he misremembered. Voluminous psychological research has shown that human memory is remarkably fallible. The brain is not, as many suppose, a sort of tape recorder that accurately preserves what we experience. Instead, memories change over time. As memoirist William Maxwell noted in his book So Long, See You Tomorrow, “What we refer to confidently as memory . . . is really a form of storytelling that goes on continually in the mind and often changes with the telling.”




  Psychologist Tom Gilovich, in his book How We Know What Isn’t So, explains how memories change over time and become distorted. “When people are given a message to relay to someone else, they rarely convey the message verbatim. The limits of human memory and the implicit demand that the listener not be burdened with too many details constrain the amount and kind of information that is transmitted. . . . Secondhand accounts often become simpler and ‘cleaner’ stories that are not encumbered by minor inconsistencies or ambiguous details” (58).




  During the 2008 presidential campaign, Senator Hillary Clinton recalled landing in Bosnia via helicopter in 1996 under sniper fire. Yet news footage of the occasion showed that her group did not arrive under attack. Clinton’s critics accused her of deception, but psychologists know it is more likely that she simply and honestly misremembered her experience, as many of us unknowingly do when telling stories of our personal experiences. A comforting, kindly mist enshrouds our holy past, and unless we are confronted with evidence to the contrary, we will continue to confidently believe our own memories. (For a much fuller discussion of memory errors and how false memories can be created, see the work of Elizabeth Loftus and Richard Ofshe.)




  
GHOST STORIES AS FACT




  Psychology helps explain how Potter’s faulty memory could create a ghost story. But thousands of sources, from Antonio Garcez to Albuquerque ghost hunters to local television reports and websites, repeated the story of Bobby and the doomed show. How could so many accounts have gotten it wrong? The simple answer is that Dennis Potter is the source of virtually all the information, and the journalists, writers, and investigators repeated his stories, never bothering to independently verify his account.




  One difficulty with information on the KiMo ghost is the tendency of many writers on the subject to simply copy information from one source to another without checking any facts. The problems range from shockingly sloppy research to outright plagiarism. To give just one example, Cody Polston heavily plagiarized a book chapter on the KiMo ghost. Nearly half of a two-page entry on the KiMo ghost from Ellen Robson and Dianne Halicki’s Haunted Highway: The Spirits of Route 66 (1999, 116–18) is lifted verbatim (and uncredited) in Polston’s own Haunted New Mexico. With so many authors simply copying each other’s work instead of doing any actual research, it’s little wonder that errors are repeated and myths taken as fact. If they fail to do their own research, such authors certainly can’t be trusted to complete a credible investigation. With rare exceptions, such writers provide no references or notes for their information, making follow-up research difficult or impossible. If one makes a statement without citing a source, readers can’t determine whether that statement is factual or just made up on the spot.2




  THE BOY ON THE STAIRS AND IN THE WINDOW




  Jewel Sanchez, who claimed to have seen a boy on the KiMo stairs, is the only eyewitness to Bobby’s ghost. It’s impossible to know what, if anything, she saw, but other information she provided turned out to be wrong. Furthermore, Dennis Potter himself is less than impressed by her credibility: “I wouldn’t believe anything she had to say,” he stated flatly.




  The only other alleged Bobby sighting is that of a boy in the third-floor window of the KiMo. According to an article in the Albuquerque Journal,




  It was early one morning about two years ago at the KiMo Theatre. All the performers and staff had left for the night. But there, trapped on the third floor of the Downtown theater, was a boy. He was waving at the office across the street, grinning. ‘It was morning, and I had somebody call me,’ said Craig Rivera, the KiMo’s manager. ‘He’s waving at us,’ the people in the office told Rivera in a panic. ‘So what happens is, I see the door is locked. There’s no kid in there,’ Rivera said. ‘At that point I said, ‘You may be the first person I know that’s seen Bobby.’ (Mayfield 2004)




  Without more information, it’s hard to know what to make of this report. Who was the woman? What exactly did she see? Could she simply have been mistaken? Did anyone else see it? There also seems to be a contradiction in the account: it supposedly occurred early one morning after the “staff had left for the night,” which would be some time past midnight. Why was a woman in an office building across the street, looking up at the third floor of the KiMo at that hour? And from that distance in the night’s darkness, even with street lamps, could she really have seen details such as a boy’s grin? Did the anonymous woman call Rivera that night, or wait until the next morning (as he suggested) to call him “in a panic”? There’s good reason to suspect that this story is false, or at least exaggerated.




  Note also that it was Rivera who first (perhaps jokingly) identified the boy as Bobby, and this assumption became part of the KiMo ghost story. Perhaps the best explanation comes from folklorist Jan Brunvand, who states, “I would link the ‘ghost in the window’ to the ‘image on glass’ theme in traditional legends. . . . A folklorist named Barbara Allen . . . showed that in the early days of photography people thought that a lightning flash (like the flash power used to make photos) might cause an image to appear in a glass pane (like the glass plates used in cameras then), and that this general idea might have led to the various permutations of the motif in folklore” (Brunvand 2008; Allen 1982). Indeed, the “face in the window” is a common theme in folkloric ghost stories; for example, in an 1876 incident in Carrollton, Alabama, a man’s face appeared in a window near where he was killed (Durm 1999).




  
DOUGHNUTS




  The revelation that the doomed performance was in fact quite ordinary answers one mystery but raises another: if the doughnuts weren’t left to appease Bobby after the botched play, where did the doughnut tradition come from?




  Potter says that the doughnut tradition started with an employee getting coffee and doughnuts for the cast and crew, as happens in many workplaces across the country. “Usually an extra cup of coffee or doughnut would be left at the end of the day,” Potter explained. “Nobody wanted to be a pig and eat the last doughnut, so usually there’d be one left in the box. The next morning, sometimes the doughnut would be gone, or half gone, or have a bite out of it. It was a back-of-the-mind curiosity: Who ate the doughnut? As a joke . . . we’d take the doughnut and tie it up on the electrical conduit on the back wall. After a while we had a pretty amazing collection of doughnuts!”




  Potter told me that the doughnuts did not begin as an offering to Bobby’s ghost: “No, it was a souvenir collection, an oddball history of the building,” not unlike a pub adorned with sports memorabilia or photographs of its famous patrons. It was a joke, a running gag among colleagues, not a ghostly offering.




  In a classic case of legend making, there’s the added “spooky” detail of the “child-size” bites in the doughnuts. But what does that even mean? Did someone actually measure the size of the bites? And would anyone but a forensic dental specialist really be able to distinguish a child’s bite mark from that of a petite woman, or anyone just wanting a nibble? Besides that, do ghosts have teeth, or even need to eat food? They can supposedly pass through walls, yet are their teeth sufficiently solid to take a bite out of a doughnut?




  With the application of some critical thinking, the disappearing doughnut becomes a nonmystery. The most likely explanation is that one of the last people to leave the theater either threw the (by then staling) doughnut away, or ate part or all of it. If half-eaten office doughnuts are a true mystery and evidence of ghosts, then perhaps Bobby is also haunting hundreds of thousands of offices across the country!




  As for Shea’s removal of the doughnuts, “We told [the director] it was a bad idea,” Potter said—not because it would anger Bobby, since few in the cast and crew had heard of him, but because it was “messing with the theater tradition . . . discarding the history of the building.” The doughnuts went from an inside joke to a souvenir collection to the basis for a ghost story.




  So how did Bobby Darnall become part of the KiMo ghost story?




  Potter noted that almost all theaters have some ghost tradition or superstition: “It’s always easier to blame it on the ghost. Theater people are generally superstitious anyway. . . . We figured the theater had some sort of spirit in the building. We already knew that little boy had been killed here in the building, so it was just a natural assumption that if someone were playing April Fool’s jokes, it was probably Bobby.”




  Potter (as it turns out, wrongly) believed that bad things happened after the doughnuts were removed. In addition to the children being late, there may have been a few normal, minor problems with the show that Potter misremembered as a string of disasters. (The same thing happens when a person is having a bad day—the negative, difficult things stand out in the person’s mind, and he or she will focus on those instead of any positive things.)




  This is common in superstitious thinking; the same principle occurs when, for example, professional athletes, after a big win, eat exactly the same meals and stay in the same rooms at the same hotels at future contests at that same location. They think that their success must have something to do with circumstances beyond their playing ability. Poker players will wear the same “lucky” shirt they were wearing when they hit it big, and so on. This logical fallacy is known in Latin as post hoc ergo propter hoc (after this, therefore because of it), also known as faulty causation. The human brain seeks patterns and causes and will often find them even when they don’t exist; an observer at the KiMo might reason, “We took down the doughnuts, then something bad happened. We put them back up, and things were okay, so taking down the doughnuts must have caused the bad things to happen.” But such reasoning is often misleading; a simple and cogent test of Bobby’s curse would be to simply remove the doughnuts (without the cast and crew’s knowledge) and see if a string of disastrous performances follow.




  As Potter himself noted, minor mishaps, problems, and glitches are not uncommon in theater. Putting on a stage production is a difficult and complex task involving dozens of people, props, lights, sounds, and so on. The only reason the events were mysterious was because he remembered them all happening at about the same time. “The events of that particular afternoon, if they had been spread over a month it wouldn’t have been a big deal,” Potter said. “But the fact that they literally happened within about two hours of each other was not typical.”




  But if the handful of random accidents and annoyances and events that Potter remembers as having happened in one afternoon actually occurred over the course of days, weeks, or even months, then the mystery vanishes. There would be no cluster of unusual or mysterious incidents, thus no need to invoke a ghostly or supernatural explanation.




  All roads lead back to Dennis Potter as having (however unwittingly) created the KiMo ghost and its story. It wasn’t Andrew Shea or Steven Schwartz, as they either didn’t know about Bobby or heard about him only later. It was Dennis Potter (or one of his colleagues at the KiMo) who first connected various minor mishaps to the death of Bobby Darnall thirty-five years earlier.




  GHOSTLY EVIDENCE




  With some diligent research, the story of Bobby Darnall’s ghost collapses like a haunted house of cards. With virtually the entire story of the KiMo ghost discredited, a curious question arises: What about the ghost hunters who claimed to find evidence of Bobby’s ghost? What phenomena at the KiMo did they interpret as evidence of the paranormal?




  To answer this, some background on ghosts and ghost hunting is helpful. First, there is no definitive proof that ghosts exist. Despite centuries of speculation, no one has yet found hard evidence of life after death or spectral visits. As a result, ghost hunters accept a far lower standard of evidence than scientists and skeptical investigators do. To many self-styled ghost hunters, virtually anything that appears odd to them for any reason may be considered evidence of ghosts (see Radford 2010). For example, some ghost hunters claim to be psychic “sensitives,” and if they feel uneasy, have negative impressions, or simply get frightened while in a supposedly haunted place, they will attribute that to a ghost’s presence. One member of the New Mexico Paranormal Investigations team “felt a huge sense of sadness, darkness, and meanness” while at the KiMo Theater.




  Is this evidence of a ghost? Or is there another explanation? The problem is of course that these feelings and sensations cannot be independently or scientifically verified. There’s no test for a “sense of sadness, darkness, and meanness.” They can, however, be explained by psychology and the power of suggestion: just because a person has a panic attack doesn’t mean that the perceived threat is real. (A friend of mine with an anxiety disorder had panic attacks when he crossed bridges; his fear, perspiration, and racing heart were real, but the perceived threat was all in his mind.) In the same way, if a ghost hunter is convinced that he or she is in a room with a scary, angry ghost, that person will likely have experiences similar to those the NMPI staff described—even if no ghost is there. It’s not necessarily a hallucination, but people can be very suggestible, especially in places they consider scary.




  Most ghost hunters realize that their personal feelings are neither good science nor good evidence, and therefore they use more reliable tools and equipment. On the face of it, this is a step in the right direction, from subjective feelings to objective measures. But the problem is that the science and methodology doesn’t necessarily improve with better gear. For example, many ghost hunters (including the NMPI) use dowsing rods and pendulums when searching for ghosts, conveniently ignoring the fact that neither dowsing rods nor pendulums have ever been proven to find ghosts. They, along with the Southwest Ghost Hunters Association, also use higher-tech gear such as digital thermometers, digital cameras, and EMF detectors. While this impresses many laypeople as being very scientific, it is in fact exactly the opposite; it is pseudoscience.




  The problem is that, given the lack of hard evidence for the existence of ghosts, it cannot therefore be assumed that they generate EMFs (or, for that matter, change the room temperature, appear in photographs, etc.). So when an investigator is seen on television with a beeping, flashing EMF meter, it impresses the public, who assume that they are detecting ghosts, when in fact they are simply detecting electromagnetic fields, which are given off by many things including cell phones, radios, and anything with an electrical current running through it (figure 1.5).




  Many ghost hunters seem unaware of this fact, or willfully ignore it. As with the story of the doomed play, the “ghostly evidence” evaporates under a little critical thinking and close examination. Almost every part of the ghost hunters’ investigation is scientifically invalid and/or factually wrong.




  ORBS




  One of the NMPI’s favorite pieces of evidence for ghosts is something called an orb. These are “unexplained” round or oval white shapes that appear in photos. The problem is that orbs are not caused by ghosts. There is not a single cause for orbs; many things can create the phenomena including insects, reflected flashes, and dust. Orbs may seem otherworldly because they appear only in photographs and are usually invisible to the naked eye at the actual scene of the photo. It is only later while examining the photograph that the presence of a ghostly, unnatural, glowing object is discovered, sometimes appearing above or next to an unsuspecting person. To those unaware of alternative explanations, it is no wonder that orbs appear spooky.3




  The ghost hunters made another serious mistake. The NMPI website posted a short write-up of their investigation, and one photograph showed an orb at the top of the KiMo’s stairs (seen in figure 1.2); the caption read, “Note orb at location of Bobby’s death.” A second photo, also showing an orb, read: “Orbs photographed from the staircase location of Bobby’s death.” To an amateur ghost hunter this might seem like strong corroborating evidence: a “ghostly” image right where little Bobby took his last breath. It’s a perfect place to find a spirit.




  Unfortunately for their theory, Bobby Darnall did not die on the stairs, as the NMPI investigators claim. A close inspection of photos and newspaper accounts reveals that the stairwell and railing were intact and undamaged in the explosion. According to a photo and caption in the August 3, 1951, Albuquerque Journal, “Balcony stairs directly over the heaters were undamaged but panel boards and plastering of the wall beside it were blown in all directions, peppering everyone in the hall, and those in the back theater seats.” Since the stairs above the heater were “undamaged,” Bobby could not have been on the stairs (much less on the landing where the “ghost orb” appeared) when the explosion occurred. A closer analysis of the blast trajectory shows that Bobby was in the lobby near the boiler room. Had Bobby been on the stairs, the concrete stairs themselves would have actually shielded him from the blast underneath.




  The ghost hunters are even wrong on a more basic point: not only didn’t Bobby Darnall die on the staircase where his “ghost” appeared, he didn’t even die at the KiMo Theater! According to the August 2, 1951, Albuquerque Journal, Bobby Darnall was not killed in the blast but was alive when he left the KiMo: “Police said the boy had a faint pulse when picked up in the theater lobby, but he was dead on arrival at St. Joseph’s Hospital.” So Bobby actually died in an ambulance somewhere on the streets of downtown Albuquerque.




  This is an important detail, because the ghost hunters claimed that Bobby’s ghost (in the form of an orb) appears right where he died, which would be impossible unless they were able to track down the ambulance where he finally succumbed to his injuries. Any credibility the ghost hunters may have hoped for evaporates under the mountain of basic errors, mistaken assumptions, poor research, and unchecked facts. Perhaps most troubling, both ghost hunting organizations that looked into the KiMo case portrayed themselves as authorities in the investigation of paranormal activity. They sell books, give lectures, and charge money for seminars, supposedly teaching clients how to conduct ghost investigations.




  MYSTERIOUS EMFS




  Most of the evidence the ghost hunters found was in the form of personal intuition and photographs of “orbs”—nothing that comes close to being scientific or conclusive. But there was one piece of apparently compelling evidence that the NMPI team found—and even captured on film. They recorded what they interpreted as mysterious electromagnetic fields. In a KRQE-TV segment that aired on Halloween 2007, the Andrees took reporter Annie McCormick along on their ghost hunt. The audience watches as Ron and Sherri search for ghosts with an EMF detector, which beeps and flashes dramatically when detecting electromagnetic fields. Sherri walks around a darkened room in the theater, and as she nears the center of the room it starts beeping and flashing—slowly at first, then faster and more urgently. Sherri gets very excited about the high reading: “It’s just going off!” she exclaims, clearly astounded and amazed. “This is just crazy!”




  Indeed it is. The readings seem mysterious because Sherri is in the middle of the room and presumably not near any devices that might generate electromagnetic fields (such as a computer, or a fan, or even a cell phone). Sherri clearly takes this as evidence of a ghost—what else could it be?—but there is a simple, logical explanation.




  The ghost hunter doesn’t realize that the electromagnetic field she’s picking up is being generated by the large television camera she’s being filmed with, only about two feet away. The cameras have small motors (driving the autofocus lenses, videotape spools, and other mechanisms) and battery packs about the size of a brick. (I tested this myself with the cameras used by that television station; before an interview I asked the cameraman to turn on the camera, and I used my own EMF meter. Sure enough, it registered the camera’s electromagnetic field from several feet away; figure 1.5.)




  

    [image: image]


  




  Figure 1.5. The author demonstrating for local news station KRQE how ordinary electrical outlets can be mistaken for a ghostly presence by ghost hunters. Photo by Larry Barker.




  BOBBY AND THE KIMO




  Just as I don’t believe that Dennis Potter intentionally created the story of the KiMo ghost, I don’t think the NMPI ghost hunters intended to hoax or mislead anyone. The evidence they thought they found was simply the result of a series of errors and mistaken assumptions. To be fair, the low level of scientific and investigative expertise exhibited by the NMPI is typical of amateur ghost hunter groups. They are staffed by sincere people who have good intentions but a very poor understanding of investigative, research, and scientific methods.




  Moreover, there are other logical problems with the KiMo ghost story that may not be obvious at first glance. For example, there’s the curious thirty-five-year delay between Bobby’s death in 1951 and his alleged reappearance in 1986. According to Potter, Bobby’s ghost was never seen, believed to exist, or even thought of until after the doomed play in 1986, when a theater tradition (regarding leftover doughnuts) was transformed into a ghostly tradition. There are no reports of ghostly goings-on for three and a half decades. If the spirit of Bobby Darnall were real and haunting the KiMo unnoticed for a third of a century, why would it suddenly decide to ruin a single performance of A Christmas Carol, then (with one or two possible exceptions) disappear, never to be seen again?




  Longtime KiMo manager Craig Rivera is a skeptic, and, typical theater superstition notwithstanding, it’s hard to find other KiMo folks who take the story seriously or who have encountered the supposed ghost. When facts are checked and mistakes are corrected, the inescapable conclusion is that there is simply no evidence of a ghost at the KiMo Theater. All the evidence contradicts the story, and not a shred supports it.




  Ultimately, the KiMo ghost story is not a lie, nor a hoax—but nor is it true. It is nothing more than a collection of myths, mistaken memories, and misunderstandings. There are no villains in this story, no conspiring bad guys for Fred, Daphne, and Velma to unmask at the end. The only deception in this mystery is self-deception. Overactive imaginations, factual errors, and mistakes combined with standard theater ghost lore and some misguided ghostbusters to create the KiMo ghost. The story spread, was told and retold, was hashed and rehashed, each iteration adding or omitting details without anyone bothering to check the facts.4




  The KiMo ghost was the subject of local lore for at least a decade and remains unexplained in many books that have touched on the topic. While some may mourn the passing of a good ghost story, no harm can come from finding out the truth. In fact, it may be a good thing that I solved this mystery. It’s easy to forget that Bobby Darnall was a real boy and that he has a family. The myth of Bobby as the KiMo ghost has pestered and haunted the Darnall family for decades. When Mike and I tracked down Bobby’s brother and sister, we found them living in Florida. They had little to say to us, except that they feel exploited by the story and do not appreciate the claims that their beloved brother is continuing to eat stale doughnuts and ruin performances at the KiMo Theater.5




  Only when the KiMo story is related as fiction, not fact, can the memory of little Bobby Darnall truly rest.
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  1     Prior to my investigation, the Southwest Ghost Hunters Association suggested that they had found evidence of Bobby Darnall’s ghost and that the KiMo Theater was indeed haunted. After my investigation was made public around 2008, their website was updated with the following information: “We do not believe that the Kimo [sic] theater is haunted based on the following data collected from these investigations.” The site goes on to list information revealed for the first time in work I published in my own investigations, although the ghost hunters’ statement carefully neglects to specify whose “historical research” found these facts. I’m pleased that Polston’s ghost-hunting group endorses my KiMo research and agrees with its conclusions.




  2     Compare Polston, Haunted New Mexico, 32–34, with Robson and Halicki, Haunted Highway, 116–17. The plagiarism is obvious and unmistakable; Polston simply took other writers’ words and claimed them as his own.




  3     For more on orbs, see Radford 2010 and Biddle 2007.




  4     In response to this investigation, Dennis Potter (2008b) contacted the Weekly Alibi newspaper (where a version of this piece appeared) and stated, “There may or may not be physical evidence of ghosts and I would certainly be skeptical, but I will just as certainly assert that the KiMo Theatre has its own energy and ‘spirit.’ Much the same as the tangible difference in feelings you get when sitting at your favorite table in your favorite restaurant with all your best friends, or walking alone down a cold hospital corridor. If the authors of this story wish to discount that spirit I can only mention that on that specific afternoon in 1986 I was at the KiMo and they were not.” Potter is correct that neither Mike nor I were there (believe me, I wish I had been); however, the fact remains that, out of the scores or hundreds of people who witnessed the purported poltergeist-plagued play, not a single one has corroborated his ghost story.




  5     In late 2013 I received an e-mail from a woman whose last name was Darnall and who claimed to be (and likely was) the niece of Robert Darnall Jr.; she wrote, “My father was the brother of Robert Darnall. He was never called Bobbie [but instead Rob].” As for those who have perpetuated the ghost story, “Get the names right and remember that it might be a selling item for you but for us, it’s something that affected my family. . . . Everyone [should] leave my uncle’s memory alone and let everyone rest in peace.” I expressed my condolences and explained that, as the KiMo’s ghost story has many factual errors, it would not surprise me if his name was among them. I offered her a chance to correct any other misinformation about this tragedy, but she refused any further comment.
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