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Introduction


Lighthouses have always played an important role in Great Lakes folklore, and many of them have ghost stories attached to them, so I was eager to visit one during my spooky research trip. I headed out early on the second day, enjoying the bright sunshine and cool breeze over Lake Erie. My destination that morning was the haunted Fairport Harbor lighthouse and museum.

When I arrived, I found the building was closed, since it was offseason. But I couldn’t be sad when there was a lovely beach on Lake Erie’s shore right next door and gorgeous walkable grounds on the property. I spent a happy hour wandering about taking photos and musing on the various haunted lighthouses that populated the whole Great Lakes region. My favorite tale was of a fisherman, caught in a squall on Lake Huron, who was guided to safety by a ghostly beam from a nonfunctioning lighthouse (“The Big One”). The Fairport Harbor lighthouse with its ghost cat was another fun addition to local lighthouse lore, so I kept my eyes peeled in case I encountered the phantom feline while walking about the property.

Next, I headed to the haunted Rider Inn in Painesville for lunch. It was a wonderful atmospheric old inn and tavern from the 1800s. The ghost of Suzanne, the old innkeeper’s wife, and the spirit of a Civil War soldier were said to haunt the property. While I ate a chicken salad wrap for lunch, I pondered the story of the Red Rover, whose captain returned after death to save his crew when the ship sprang a leak on its way to Toledo. And there was another tale about the War of 1812 Memorial in Put-in-Bay. It was said to be haunted by the spirits of those who perished in the Battle of Lake Erie.

After lunch, I headed to another lakeside park, where I discovered that the retaining wall was made of huge boulders filled with fossils. I had a great time climbing around the rocks and looking at imprints from the far past. While I sat peacefully watching the wind ruffle the tops of the waves, my mind wandered to Cleveland, one of the next stops on my spooky travels. An almost-forgotten tale spoke of a farmer walking home one autumn night who had a vision of his uncle dying in a snowstorm, which was sadly confirmed by letter several weeks later (“Sudden Snow”). Another Great Lakes prophecy was given to a surfman working at a life station on Lake Superior’s shipwreck coast. The surfman dreamed of a well-dressed man begging for help during a terrible storm. He later found the man’s body while doing a sweep of the beach. The man was identified as the captain of the Western Reserve, a steamer that cracked open from the pressure of a storm just 35 miles northeast of Deer Point. His family and most of his crew perished while trying to make it to safety after the ship went down (“The Dream”).

My last stop of the day was to the Thomas Edison birthplace, where I met a peacock named Percy gracing a tree by the parking lot and then purchased a ticket to tour the house next door. When I was upstairs in the bedroom, I got chills looking into the exhibit showing Edison’s cloak and shoes. Was the ghost of Thomas Edison still here? It seemed possible.

After saying goodbye to the ladies in the museum (and Percy), I headed back to the hotel for the evening. My Spooky Great Lakes tour was off to a good start.

Happy Hauntings!

Sandy Schlosser
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Ghost Stories
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Retired Captain

Grand Marais, Minnesota

Corsair was a retired sea captain who settled on a farm outside Grand Marais in the spring of 1890. There were all sorts of rumors about his prior career. The gray-haired, swarthy man with the scarred face and robust manner seemed more suited to the life of a buccaneer than a backwoods farmer. His house was filled with curious objects from around the globe: cutlasses, conch shells, exotic fans, spices, and ivory carvings. Town gossip labeled him a pirate hiding out from the law, and nothing I saw of the man contradicted this theory.

Corsair liked to hang out at the tavern in the evenings. I met him several times when I dropped in for a drink before dinner. Over time we became friends, and the wife and I would have the old man over to our place for a meal now and then. Corsair liked talking about the amazing places he’d been before taking up farming. Since I’d traveled myself before and after attending law school, I appreciated hearing his stories, even though I strongly suspected the old salt of editing the tales to make himself sound on the up-and-up.

I once asked Corsair how he ended up in Grand Marais. He replied: “My grandfather was a voyageur who passed through these parts trading furs back in the day. He thought it was the most beautiful place in the world. He wanted to move the family here, but Grand-mère wouldn’t allow it. When it came time for me to . . . retire . . . I remembered Grand-père’s stories and decided to fulfill his lifelong wish.”

One evening, Corsair showed up at my law office just as I was preparing to close for the day. A beautifully carved wooden box was cradled in his arms. “Thought you and your missus might appreciate this. Got it off a ship . . . um, ah . . . I found it in a marketplace on a Far East voyage back when I was a first mate. I always thought it should belong to a lady,” he added, opening the lid to show me a porcelain tea set. I protested the expense of such a gift, but he wouldn’t take no for an answer. He thrust it into my arms and hurried away before I could thank him.

Corsair must have had a premonition of his own mortality. A month after his visit to my law office, he was found dead in his bed. The doctor said he died of natural causes. In his will he asked my law office to administer his estate. I ordered the house locked until potential heirs could be found to claim it.

A few nights afterward, the missus and I were awakened by a brute of an autumn snowstorm, the first of the season, that slammed into the house and shook the rafters. It was so loud that we had trouble sleeping, and I prayed to heaven that no one was out and about in this dreadful weather. The next morning I cleared walkways to the house and barn and then tramped through thigh-deep snow to the neighbor’s house to check on Madame Laurent and her boy, since her husband was away visit his ailing mother. I found the boy struggling to get to the barn, so I helped him clear snow and tend their livestock. Then we settled into the kitchen with Madame Laurent to thaw out and discuss what else needed doing while her husband was out of town.

Just then, the man himself walked into the house, red-cheeked and out of breath from tromping through such thick snow. “Had to leave the horse at the livery in town and hoof it home,” Laurent told his wife after their first greetings were over. “The snow is head-height in some places from all the windfalls.”

“Where did you stay the night?” asked his wife. “I was afraid you might be caught outside in this terrible storm!”

“I almost was,” Laurent said cheerfully. “But I reached Corsair’s house just before the snow started and figured it would be safer to bunk in with him than try to fight my way through the huge storm massing on the horizon. I put my horse in the barn and knocked on the back door of the house. I thought I saw a light moving around inside, but no one answered the door. I figured Corsair wouldn’t want me to freeze to death on his doorstep, so I forced the door and built a fire in the kitchen to ward off the chill.” He shivered, remembering the cold. “I lay down by the fire to rest and fell asleep at once. I only came awake when old Corsair stepped into the room. I apologized for entering without his permission, but he didn’t seem to hear me. I think he was sleepwalking. He wandered around the room as if searching for something, then left without saying a word. I heard him walking around most of the night, during pauses in the storm.”

I shook my head in disbelief. “You must have been dreaming,” I said briskly. “Old Corsair died a week ago and is buried in the church graveyard.”

Laurent stared blankly at me. “Dead? That’s impossible. I saw him last night.”

“We went to his funeral, Papa,” said the boy solemnly. He was 12 and a bit of a hellion, but truthful for all his wild ways. Laurent believed him.

“Well I’ll be . . . ” He sank down onto a kitchen chair as if his knees had suddenly failed him.

“It must have been his ghost,” Madame Laurent said. She was the practical member of the family. “So why is his ghost still haunting the house?” She looked at me questioningly.

“You are assuming it wasn’t a dream,” I pointed out. “That’s a big assumption. Laurent was tired after a long day of travel and very cold from the approaching storm. That’s enough to make anyone dream.”

“I’d swear it was real,” Laurent said suddenly. His face was still pale, but his eyes were determined. “If old Corsair’s spirit is haunting the house, we should find out why and ask it to leave.”

I didn’t believe in ghosts, but I could see the matter would disturb my friend and his family until it was resolved.

“There’s only one way to be sure,” I said. “We will go there tonight, after you’ve had a rest, and investigate.”

Around eight o’clock that night, Laurent, his son, and I tied our horses to the fence post at the edge of the road and tramped our way through snowdrifts toward Corsair’s house. As we approached, a low moan filled the air. I stopped abruptly, goose bumps rising all over my body.

“What was that?” gasped young Laurent, clutching his father’s sleeve. We heard someone curse, and then the sound of a sword being drawn from a scabbard emanated from the empty house. Lights appeared, first at one window, then another.
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“Thieves,” I yelled suddenly, recovering my aplomb. “They’re stealing from the estate!” I pulled out my gun and fought my way through the snow to the door. Laurent and his boy followed. I unlocked the door and we burst inside, ready to fight. But the inside of the house was dark and cold and still.

I fumbled to light the candle we’d brought with us. Its light revealed an empty, dust-covered room. The curios from Corsair’s former life were as still as I’d last seen them when I’d locked up, and there were no dusty footprints on the floor. I moved through the house rapidly, followed by Laurent, looking in each of the rooms. Most were undisturbed, and the only changes in the kitchen were the forced door, the ashes in the fireplace, and the clean spot where Laurent had slept on the hearth. The back door had reopened an inch or two, but when we looked outside in the flickering candlelight, the only footprints were Laurent’s.

As we gazed perplexed around the empty kitchen, a wild wind swept through the house, blowing dust everywhere and extinguishing our solitary candle. A ghostly voice swore aloud, and something fell with a massive thud that shook the whole house. We stared at one another, shaking in our boots. Laurent’s eyes widened. “Where’s my son?” he gasped and ran from the room. I followed, heart thundering with fear. We traced the noise to one of the front rooms. As I entered, I saw that a board had been wrenched out of the wall, and behind it was a hollow that made the perfect hiding place. Then I saw the boy lying on the floor. He had a big lump on his head as if someone had clubbed him with a stick, and his hands were clenched around a bag full of coins, some of which had spilled around his fallen body.

Laurent dropped on his knees, calling the boy’s name in alarm. “Son, wake up!” he cried, slapping the boy’s face, shaking his shoulders.

Suddenly, an angry shout reverberated through the room. My hair stood on end, and Laurent whirled to look at the empty hole in the wall. The glowing figure of Captain Corsair, cutlass in hand, stood before the desecrated hiding place.

“Corsair put a curse on his money,” I gasped in sudden understanding.

The ghost strode forward, swept the bag of coins from the limp boy’s hands, and thrust them into the secret hiding place. Then he vanished with a bang, and the wall was whole once more.

We carried the injured boy home, where the doctor patched up his head and told us he was lucky to be alive. While Laurent consoled himself with a bottle of whisky, I commissioned the local carpenter to board up the haunted house while my office searched for any legal heirs.

The next evening, I went to the inn where I first met Corsair and told the town gossips that I had confiscated the bag of coins and sealed it away in a bank vault until the rightful heirs had been found. When they asked if I’d had trouble with the ghost, I told them Corsair had appointed me as his estate manager, so his ghost had not interfered when I took the coins from their hiding place. This story was a falsehood. I had not returned to the haunted house, nor did I intend to do so. But I felt it was necessary to spread the rumor in order to keep treasure hunters away from the property. I did not need any more ghost-inflicted injuries, or, heaven forbid, a death, on my conscience. It was apparent that only the rightful heir of the deceased would have any possibility of surviving in the haunted house while the vengeful ghost stood guard over his money.

When no one came forward to claim the property after a year of searching, I had the haunted house burned to the ground, money and all. I wasn’t taking any chances on another person coming to grief. Let the ashes return to the soil. Maybe then, Corsair’s curse would wear itself out.
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Frozen Dawn

Apostle Islands, Wisconsin

It was like our honeymoon all over again. The kids were in college now, and both of them had decided to work during the summer months, which left me and the wife free to tool about the Great Lakes in our Bermuda-rigged sloop for the whole month of August. We were headed for the Apostle Islands—probably our favorite vacation spot in the entire world—and we made good time that trip. Pulled into dock at the marina in Washburn, brought out our camping gear and our sea kayaks, and prepared to roam any and all of the 22 islands that were part of the park.

Our aim that first day was for Long Island, a small gem off the southern tip of Madeline Island. Located on the northwest tip of the Chequamegon Point barrier spit, it was shaped like a half-moon with sandy beaches on the shoreline and forest in the center. Home to two lighthouses and the remains of a third, Long Island was surrounded by shallow water that prevented cruise boats from coming too close. Anyone wishing to camp on the island made their way by water taxi or private boats. That was fine by us. We liked the privacy of the island and always camped there the first night we arrived in the Apostle Islands National Lakeshore. It was a great spot for bird-watching, being one of the nesting grounds for the endangered piping plover.

We turned in early after a sunset stroll along the beach. I slept deeply and would have been content to sleep the whole day through, but my wife woke me just before dawn, wanting to kayak around the island as the sun rose and the world awakened. The light was still dim, and there was no sound anywhere—no birds, no wind whispering in the trees, no rustle of nocturnal animals hurrying to their homes. The hush was so complete that it felt eerie. Neither my wife nor I was inclined to talk as we silently launched the sea kayaks and began softly paddling around the island toward the LaPointe lighthouse. The lake itself was like glass, barely lapping at the strangely silent shore. To me, the soft splashing noise made by our paddles was a desecration in that waiting silence.

As we drew near the spot where the ruins of the 1858 lighthouse lay hidden by the trees, a cold chill swept through the air, ruffling the water around the kayaks and making me sneeze. My wetsuit did nothing to alleviate the terrible chill, and for a moment, I thought I saw snowflakes in the crystal-clear air around us. Then my wife gasped aloud and pointed. I tore my eyes from the snow and followed her gaze.

To our left was a wrecked barque laying in about 17 feet of water with her bow pointing to the east. Her rigging stretched like skeletal hands up out of the depths, the only piece of her visible above the water. Lashed to the masts—one in the main and two in the mizzen—were the bodies of three dead sailors, covered with ice. One figure was heavily dressed, but his feet were bare and his heavy mustache was hard to discern beneath the ice that crusted it. Another had a sandy beard and heavy clothes with high-topped boots. The third was just a small man, quite young, with light clothing unsuitable for the terrible cold and high-topped boots. The look on their frozen faces would haunt my dreams for many months to come.

“Dear God in Heaven,” my wife whispered, her words producing a white cloud in the frigid air. We stared at the wreck in fear and awe as the grayness of dawn was slowly replaced by color. The first rays of the bright summer sun came over the horizon, piercing the grisly scene so that it shimmered and then faded away.

Warmth returned to the world with the disappearance of the ghostly vision, breaking the uncanny hush that had filled the predawn hour. Suddenly, the wind was dancing across the water of the lake, stirring and rippling it softly around the kayaks, and birds were singing and scolding and flapping around on the shore of the island.

“Were we dreaming?” my wife asked shakily, paddling back a foot or so in her nervousness. Wordless, I pointed to the front of my kayak, where ice was slowly melting away in the heat of the summer sun.

“There . . . there are snowflakes in your hair,” my wife whispered. I reached up and touched one, and it melted on my fingers.

“I’m going back to the campsite,” my wife said abruptly, expertly turning the kayak and hustling through the waters at top speed. I had a hard time keeping up with her.

We beached the kayaks and walked back to the tent together.

“Honey, what was that?” she whispered, huddling close to me. I put my arm around her, as much to comfort myself as to comfort her.
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“I think we caught a glimpse of the shipwreck of the Lucerne,” I told her solemnly.

The Lucerne was a schooner barge that had grounded just off Long Island in a November gale in 1886. She arrived in Ashland in tow to the steamer Raleigh. The Lucerne was loaded up with 1,256 tons of iron ore consigned to Luttle, Ogleby & Co. of Cleveland. She set out to rejoin her tow steamer in Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario, but charged headfirst into a nor’easter instead. Caught in heavy snow squalls and gale-force winds, the Lucerne turned and tried to reach the safety of Chequamegon Bay. She was in view of the LaPointe lighthouse when she wrecked, and all of her crew was lost. Several men were swept overboard, and three of the sailors—those we had seen—had lashed themselves to the masts in an attempt to save themselves from the frigid waters of Lake Superior. It hadn’t worked.

Both the lighthouse keeper and early morning fishing boats discovered the wreck, and rescue boats arrived in the early afternoon to remove the bodies from the rigging and take them to Ashland for identification. The stern of the ship was found a half mile east of the lighthouse with the words “Lucerne, Cleveland” painted on her arch board. The body of the mate washed ashore soon afterward, but the other crew members were never found.

My wife sat on the ground in front of our tent, hugging her knees with both arms as she listened to the tale of the wreck. “Those poor, poor men,” she whispered, wiping a tear from her cheek. I nodded soberly, remembering their faces underneath the ice. We sat silently for a long time, listening to the awakening island and thinking our own thoughts. Then my wife rose to her feet and said: “I think I’d like to leave the island right now, Honey. I hope you understand.”

And I did. I too wished to leave behind this haunted place. We packed up our belongings, stowed them in the kayaks, and paddled northward toward Madeline Island. Neither of us looked back.

We didn’t report our strange adventure to anyone in the park. Who would believe it? Even now, I have a hard time reconciling myself to the memory. If my wife hadn’t seen it too, I would have dismissed the whole thing as a dream. But we both saw it, plain as day, and the memory is etched inside me for all time. I’m not sure if I will ever return to Long Island again. Maybe. But if I do, I won’t go kayaking at daybreak. I’ll leave those predawn hours to the ghosts.
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The Merchant

Marquette, Michigan

The sailor had hightailed it out of Bay City on the first ship he could find—which was an old schooner barge called the Comrade. He left behind an unfaithful wife and her lover, both rather the worse for wear after he discovered them together and tossed the lovestruck man out of their bedroom window—their second-floor bedroom window, that is.

The sailor thought it best to make himself scarce before his wife could complain to the police, so he hurried down to the docks to look for a ship. The Comrade was in tow to a steamer called the Columbia, and neither ship was in good shape. But the sailor figured anything was better than jail, and so he joined the crew, taking watches and doing his duty while keeping his head down and staying quiet.

The trip north to Ashland went without a hitch, and they were heading back toward Cleveland, steaming past the Keweenaw Peninsula, when a heck of a large southwester came roaring out of Lake Superior, churning up the water and blowing everything to kingdom come. Massive waves the size of houses buffeted both ships, and it wasn’t long before the hawser tying them together came loose and the Comrade was set adrift. There was no way the Columbia could retrieve the schooner barge in that mighty storm, and her captain wasn’t fool enough to try.

The sailor had been on the lakes since he was a lad of 10, but never had he seen such a storm. Without the Columbia to help them, he figured they were all doomed. He was just glad he’d had the opportunity to throw his wife’s lover out the window before he went to meet his Maker.

The barge rolled from one side to the other in the thrashing waves. It sank lower and lower, until suddenly it fell out from under the sailor’s feet and he found himself fighting for his life beneath the water, kicking and struggling against the massive undertow caused by the sinking ship and swimming for the only marginally lighter water near the surface. His head broke through at last, and he gasped for breath, treading water and trying to see in the midnight-darkness of the storm.

The sailor was in the trough of a giant wave when he emerged from the depths, and it wasn’t until he reached the next peak that he saw the yawl only a few yards from him. He struck out immediately for the small sailboat, the only thing left from the Comrade, and dragged himself aboard. The sails were tattered to bits, and the sailor didn’t even try to steer. He just hung on for dear life as the storm bellowed and raged around his shivering, soaking-wet body.

He was lucky it was summertime, or he would have died of exposure and cold before the storm rumbled away. The tumult was followed by an eerie calm, and a thick fog worthy of merry old England. The sailor shivered and snuffled and rubbed his arms to keep out the cold, wondering where the yawl was taking him. Suddenly, a huge black shadow loomed through the fog, and he heard a voice: “Ahoy there, the yawl! Do you need help?”

The sailor blinked in bewilderment, roused himself from his stupor, and shouted a reply. Within a few moments, he found himself being hauled up onto a big, old-fashioned, top-masted schooner, and his yawl taken in tow behind the ship. In a daze, he was shuffled kindly into the fo’c’sle and given clean, dry clothes. The cook brought him a thick, rich stew that heated up his insides and made him drowsy. He was asleep before he lay down in the bunk they made up for him, and he didn’t wake until late the next day.

The sailor was welcomed gladly by captain, crew, and passengers. He soon learned that he was on a schooner called the Merchant, bound for Eagle Harbor on the Keweenaw Peninsula. The ship was carrying a load of mining equipment; strange cargo to the sailor’s mind, since the Keweenaw hadn’t been actively mined for many years. Several of the passengers claimed to be miners, and their rough clothing and hearty manner seemed to substantiate their claim. There were also a few lumberjacks on board, and one soldier. The sailor thought it odd to find a soldier aboard the ship in these peaceful times, but he was in no mood to worry. He was too busy feeling grateful to be alive.

The passengers took turns talking to the sailor, demanding details about the shipwreck and particulars about his home. One old fellow wanted to know what year it was and who was president. This question baffled the sailor, and he began to wonder why the passengers seemed so disconnected to the present.
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Overhead, the sky was blue, and the wind whistled cleanly through the air, filling the sails of the Merchant. They were making very good time. As the sailor relaxed, ate, and chatted with the passengers, the ship sailed on and on and on, moving ceaselessly toward the wide horizon.

It was around noon on the third day that it finally dawned on the sailor that something was wrong. It should have taken them no more than a day, by his reckoning, to reach port. So why were they still sailing? The ship was traveling the right direction and seemed to be moving briskly. But no land was in sight. And no one else seemed to have noticed their lack of progress.

Uneasy, the sailor started watching the crew and passengers as he made his way around the ship. He noted, as he had when he first arrived onboard, that their speech was old-fashioned, and their clothing out of date. Now it dawned on the sailor that—aside from the day they pulled him aboard—he had never heard the passengers discussing the world outside the ship, or what they intended to do when they disembarked. They acted as if they never expected to leave the Merchant, as if the ship were their whole world.
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