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Introduction

THE WORLD CAN BE A SCARY PLACE, REGARDLESS OF WHETHER OR NOT you are a firm believer in things supernatural. Daily television program listings show a popular fascination with ghosts, demons, witches, vampires, and monsters of all descriptions. Do we want to be scared? Do we enjoy a bit of terror while in the comfortable security of our own homes?

Are you a true believer in the supernatural or a confirmed skeptic, secure in your rational conviction that there is not such a phenomenon as ghosts? Partisans of both of these extremes may together add up to a numerical majority, with the balance of the population open-minded skeptics—those who believe that ghosts probably don’t exist, but that it would be interesting if they did.

Whether skeptic, believer, or unconvinced but open-minded, all can enjoy a good story. Tales of the supernatural are not only entertaining; they might provide an avenue to explore our deep feelings about such weighty topics as the nature of life and death. We need to ponder such basic concerns in ways that mask the profoundly emotional nature of the topics. We need to keep our cool, at least outwardly.

Consider how the celebration of Halloween has changed in the last few decades. The original pagan festival of the dead, known as All Hallows’ Eve, marked the end of the harvest season and the onset of winter. The veil of mystery that separates the worlds of the living and the dead was believed to be at its most transparent at this time. Communication between the living and dead became much easier, and on the eve of the holiday, the spirits of the dead roamed the land of the living. The ancient Celts, and their modern spiritual descendants, believed that the devil and witches could most effectively exercise their special powers on All Hallows’ Eve.

By the early twentieth century, much of the serious nature of the holiday had disappeared under a party atmosphere. It became essentially a kids’ holiday, an excuse to dress up in costumes and gorge on candy for one evening. Now, it has been transformed into an occasion for decorating houses and lawns. Fake tombstones with witty epitaphs sprout from suburban lawns. Imitation cobwebs and miniature ghosts festoon trees. Perhaps the gentle mocking of death on Halloween acts as a safety valve to diminish our fears about death. We can reduce the fearsome mysteries surrounding death by dressing up as ghosts.

Interest in the supernatural is universal across both space and time. Every human society that now exists or has ever existed has traditions of ghosts, witches, demons, and monsters. Sometimes the details of these stories are amazingly similar. For example, as fans of Dracula movies know, Eastern European tales about vampires feature what is known as “shape-shifting.” Allegedly, vampires can transform themselves from human form into wolves or bats. More than seven thousand miles away, America’s largest tribe, the Navajo, believe that witches can morph from human form into wolves or owls. Can it be pure coincidence that people so far apart and so different in cultures, religions, and languages just happen to have almost identical ancient legends?

Belief in witchcraft was so strong in Europe four and five centuries ago that scores of thousands of people were either hanged or burned alive for being convicted of witchcraft. In England alone, thirty thousand people were executed because their neighbors thought they were witches. Housecats were thought to be “familiars,” the feline henchmen of human witches. In an orgy of senseless violence, hundreds of thousands of cats were killed throughout Europe. Ironically, this led to a huge expansion of the rat population—rats that helped spread the dreaded Black Death, or bubonic plague.

Many people who would firmly deny a belief in witchcraft nonetheless have superstitions that influence their thinking and behavior. For example, many believe that they have lucky numbers. There are those who customarily wear a lucky item of clothing or jewelry. If you believe in luck, then you believe that unseen forces of good or evil can shape events or direct our lives, at least to some degree.

Whether or not you believe in ghosts and other supernatural phenomena, you can still be intrigued, entertained, amused, and yes, frightened by such stories. You are about to discover Colorado’s dark side, its hidden world of ghosts, demons, witches, and monsters.

Many ghosts are historic in one of several senses. They may be the product of a famous incident or disaster, such as a frontier massacre. Some apparitions appear to be the phantoms of famous or infamous Colorado residents from the past, including the ghosts of Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, movie star Douglas Fairbanks, boxer Jack Dempsey, and Titanic survivor Molly Brown. The spirit of Buffalo Bill also makes an appearance.

The ghosts are geographic, in two senses. Many phantoms reflect the cultural, economic, and physical geography of Colorado. Many ghost stories set in the Rocky Mountains, for example, feature gold miners, mining towns, and famous resort hotels. Most ghosts are highly territorial. Their haunts are often tightly circumscribed—a room in a building, a corner of a basement, and so on.

The stories have been grouped into five general regions: Metropolitan Denver, Northern Plains, Rocky Mountains, Southern Plains, and Western Plateaus and Deserts. Enjoy your tour of the spooky side of the Centennial State. Keep the doors locked and the lights on. Nobody knows for sure if all, or any, of these stories are true.



Metropolitan

Denver

THE METROPOLITAN DENVER AREA IS THE SMALLEST OF THE FIVE REGIONS of Colorado in area, but the largest in population. This region centers on the state capital and largest city and includes the area from Broomfield and Brighton in the north to Aurora and Centennial to the south.

In this compact region, you will encounter the spirits of Buffalo Bill and the Unsinkable Molly Brown. There is also a young woman who suspects that her pet fish might be psychic and twins who discover they have a supernatural bond. Saddest of all is the ghost in a hotel grieving about her future husband’s tragic end.

It’s Good to Be a Twin

Everyone knows that twins can share a special relationship, a very strong bond. Two brothers who we’ll call Jack and Ryan Green can testify as to just how mysterious and miraculous that bond can be.

Jack and Ryan were fraternal twins. Unlike identical twins, they were the products of two fertilized eggs and couldn’t look more different. Jack was a blue-eyed blonde; Ryan had brown eyes and dark hair.

Ryan and Jack also had distinctly different personalities and developed different interests and skills. But they remained close in many ways. They often expressed identical opinions about events or other people, and each could finish the other’s sentences from the time they learned to talk. It was their uncanny ability to sense each other’s strong emotions, even when apart, that proved to be the key in saving one’s life. Actually, each twin came to the rescue of the other, though those incidents were years apart. The twins and their family still debate the supernatural aspects of the twins’ bond.

The first life-and-death situation occurred when the boys were six years old. Ryan had made a friend of a new boy in school named Jonathan. The boy invited Ryan to come to his house to play video games; no adults were home at the time. Unfortunately, Jonathan had not mentioned that they had two cats, and Ryan was highly allergic to cats. A quarter of a mile away in the comfortable suburb of Denver, Jack was receiving the first of a quickening flood of psychic alarms that something was seriously wrong with his twin. Jonathan’s cats had triggered a severe allergic reaction in Ryan. He began sneezing uncontrollably. He broke out in hives, especially on his wrists and neck. His face puffed up until his eyes were mere slits. Critically, the tissues of his throat began to swell, slowly but surely choking off air to his lungs. Ryan now was only minutes from death. Panicked, Jonathan called 911 and tried to communicate the urgency of the situation to a dispatcher.

In the meantime, back at the Greens’ house, Jack screamed in terror as he literally felt his twin’s struggle for breath and subsequent shock. Jack swung into action, grabbing the syringe pre-loaded with adrenalin that his parents kept for just such an emergency and insisting that his mother drive to Jonathan’s house immediately. Ryan got his life-saving shot a full five minutes before the EMT team arrived—five minutes that could have been fatal.

Twelve years passed before Ryan was able to rescue Jack from a life-threatening situation. Again, the mystical bond between the twins provided the paranormal communication vital to saving a life.

It was dusk on a dark Saturday in December, a week before Christmas. Ryan was at home, conscientiously finishing his high school senior thesis. Jack had left early in the afternoon, heading out to ski with some friends; he was uncharacteristically vague about his plans. As daylight faded, Ryan felt a sudden wave of terror and then great pain in his right leg. “Jack’s leg is broken,” he yelled to his parents. “He’s in serious trouble!” But where? Ryan decided to try to mentally contact his twin. As children, they had discovered a capacity for entering the other’s mind and “seeing” the past half hour of each other’s experience. Jack had been heading for a winter sports site, but which one? Snow was falling throughout the Rockies and visibility couldn’t be worse. Trapped in his car by a broken leg, Jack might soon die of exposure and shock if not found promptly.

Concentrating as never before, Ryan began describing Jack’s recent actions. “Going through a tunnel on the interstate,” he reported. “Must be the Eisenhower Tunnel—taking first exit west of the tunnel—driving along a lake—car skidding on ice, runs into roadside ditch—snow covering the car.” Jack’s family, studying a map, concluded that he was on Route 6, along the shoreline of the Dillon Reservoir. They gave specific directions to the state police, who promptly located Jack and transported him to a hospital.

Sad Sarah

One of the many ghosts allegedly hanging around the luxurious Brown Palace Hotel is Sad Sarah. She appears now and then on the sixth floor, dressed in a puff-sleeved white shirtwaist and long, dark, tailored skirt, the picture of conservative elegance in 1914, the year of her death. She wears a string of pearls and an impressively large diamond ring. Her pale face is streaked with tears and her slender body is wracked with sobs. Some who’ve encountered Sad Sarah’s forlorn spirit in the halls swear they’ve heard her mournful crying late at night even when they couldn’t see her phantom.

Just who is, or rather was, Sarah, and why is her ghost the picture of sadness? Some local history buffs think they know her tragic story, and a psychic claims to have contacted her in a séance held in a private room at the Brown Palace.

Sarah Hall went from the pinnacle of happiness and optimism to the depths of misery and despair in the time it took to open and read a telegram. That telegram symbolically ended her life. Her dreams smashed beyond hope, Sarah retreated to the luxurious privacy of her elegant suite. Apparently, there she bathed, made up her face, donned fresh clothing, put on her best jewelry and perfume, and hanged herself from a chandelier. The note she left simply said, “I’ve gone to join Herbert.”

A few days before, her fiancé, Herbert Crabtree, had cheerfully boasted that he was the luckiest man in Colorado. He was one of the many who had struck it rich in the gold fields of Cripple Creek. That town and its vicinity were second only to South Africa’s famed Witwatersrand in total gold production in the world.

On top of his becoming an overnight millionaire from his gold mine, Herb had received word that his rich Uncle Harry back in England had passed on and bequeathed another fortune to him. Herb needed to go to England immediately to meet with his uncle’s executors and make decisions about the sale of the property. Sarah wanted a late-June wedding, so Herb booked a first-class cabin for himself on the first available sailing—a liner leaving Quebec for England on May 29, 1914. Sarah, it was planned, would take a suite at the Brown Palace and await Herb’s return while shopping for her wedding gown and looking for a suitable house in which to begin married life.

And so, Herb sailed for England aboard the Empress of Ireland, destined for the worst maritime disaster in Canada’s history. Herb died on the Empress of Ireland along with over a thousand other people. As in the case of the Titanic, which had sunk two years earlier, the Empress disaster killed more than two-thirds of those aboard.

Sailing down the St. Lawrence River in dense fog, the Empress was rammed at a right angle by a Norwegian coal carrier, the Storstad. The Storstad’s bow sliced open the decks of the Empress and cold water rushed in. Many of the portholes on the Empress had been left open, because some passengers felt that their cabins were stuffy and overheated. Open portholes allowed more water to enter the Empress as she slowly rolled over on her side. The liner sank in only fourteen minutes; only four lifeboats had been launched.

Back at the Brown Palace, Sarah learned that her world had been shattered. Her great love had drowned and her future evaporated like morning fog. It’s no wonder that her sad ghost still haunts the Brown palace, weeping and sobbing uncontrollably.


Ghosts of Riverdale Road

Riverdale Road stands out on a highway map because it doesn’t follow the rectangular grid so typical of the plains. Instead, it takes a meandering route, arcing northeastward from northwest Denver and following the South Platte River. The river, of course, is the reason for Riverdale Road’s irregular course. The forerunner of Riverdale Road was the pioneers’ Cherokee Trail. This was also known as the Trapper Trail, because early fur trappers and traders used it. The trail, in turn, was following an ancient American Indian route, which had been used for at least 1,500 years before the first Europeans came to the region.

The current travelers of Riverdale Road—commuters, shoppers, tourists, truckers—cruise along within a spiritual cavalcade of ghosts from the past. While most of the living have no awareness of the many phantoms present along their way, some through the years have sensed or observed spirits moving along or hovering over the road.

Among the oldest ghosts still traveling Riverdale Road are a band of Indian hunters. They are on foot, which means that these spirits date back to a time before the Spanish first brought horses to America. These hunters are weary and weak from hunger. The herds of buffalo they seek have moved to distant grasslands. The hunters are frustrated and desperate. Their whole culture—and the lives of every member of their tribe—depends upon the buffalo. Killing a buffalo provides a quarter ton of excellent meat, as well as hide for making teepees and clothing, and sinew and bones for many uses. When many buffalo are killed, the Indians prosper and live. When few buffalo are killed, many Indians die. The forlorn ghosts of the unsuccessful hunters are looking death in the face. These spirits are particularly sad—not only will they soon die of starvation and voyage to the next world, but many of their tribe will join them.

Other prominent ghosts along the old trail include a pioneer family in a covered wagon. As reported by many witnesses over the years, the wagon is drawn up at the side of the dusty trail. The man and wife have dug a shallow grave, only three feet long. They have just buried a child, dead of typhoid, a disease borne by bad water along the trail. The couple is erecting a crude cross made of cottonwood. They are in a hurry, as they must cross the Rockies before the winter storms close the passes. Their sorrow is heartfelt, but they cannot linger. Their spirits repeatedly reenact the tragedy of losing a child—one of the worst traumas to haunt parents.

Also seen along Riverdale Road is the shade of a young girl killed in a car crash. She wears a pink satin, lace-trimmed dress of the style favored by senior prom attendees of her time. Her elaborate dress and corsage of red rosebuds sprinkled with silver dust are saturated with her blood. Her bright future, shining with hope and confidence, was shattered by the combination of a tight bend in the road and a boyfriend driving recklessly after downing a whole sixpack. He survived the horrendous accident. Her ghost’s face is frozen in a look of disbelieving horror as death approaches at sixty miles an hour.

Beware Riverdale Road in the early morning hours, especially on moonless nights. Death has often traveled this road, and rides it still.

The Professor’s Phantom

The professor’s phantom hasn’t been seen as frequently in recent years as it once was, but if you encounter it, you’ll remember. He stands out in a crowd, dressed as he is in mid-nineteenth-century finery: a black frock coat, yellow kid gloves, and a silk top hat. He is a polite young man on a mission to educate the young and pry money from donors to finance his school. If you meet him, it will be in a bar in downtown Denver, because saloons of the better type were his favorite haunts for fundraising.

Oliver James Goldrick arrived in Denver in 1859. His pockets contained a B.A. from the University of Dublin, an M.A. from Columbia University, and fifty cents. His heart contained a passion for teaching and a determination to found a school. He would not charge tuition but would raise money from donations. That’s where bars came in.

The “perfesser” as he was called at the time, knew that saloons were the preferred venue for fundraising. Goldrick, it was said, could charm money from men’s pockets just by talking with them. He could converse knowledgably and entertainingly on any subject and his behavior in saloons was impeccable. He knew to tip the bartender, refrain from conversation during performances by barelegged dancing girls, and avoid crowding a serious poker game— “serious” being defined as one in which guns were laid on the table as subtle reminders that cheating was frowned upon.

The perfesser avoided discussing domestic politics after George Washington, instead preferring to regale his listeners with his knowledge of world history, winding up with a discussion of the sexual preferences of European monarchs—always a crowd-pleaser. Then he would pass his hat for donations to his new school, which happened to be the only school in the area. A well-timed round of drinks brought by Goldrick always helped his cause. “The good stuff!” he would admonish the bartender, “make sure it’s been aged for several entire days.”

With $250 in donations, a tidy sum in those days, Goldrick opened his Union School in a dirt-floored log cabin on Blake Street. He recorded thirteen pupils on the first day: “two Indians, two Mexicans and the rest White.” On later fundraising tours, he would bring along a bright student who would impress the crowd by standing on a table and reciting a list of US presidents or reeling off the arithmetic table up to twelve times twelve.

Goldrick’s ghost, it is said, still makes the rounds of downtown bars late at night, telling interesting stories and always passing a high silk hat for donations in support of education. Give generously—you do support education, don’t you?

Psychic Roommate

Diane Glynn knew, just knew, that it couldn’t be true. And yet, it couldn’t be just coincidence either. In the privacy and loneliness of her small apartment, she mentally reviewed the events of the past few weeks. Her intellect told her that Rhett could not possibly be clairvoyant or psychic; facts were facts—although Rhett had communicated alarm and concern, bordering on panic, minutes before the arrival of very bad news. And that had happened three times now. It had gotten so that Diane almost was afraid to look at Rhett.

Diane had moved to Denver only two months earlier. A recent college grad, she had gotten an attractive job offer from one of the largest banks in the region, a position with almost limitless promotion opportunities for a bright, hardworking economic analyst. She missed family and old friends, so she acquired a roommate. Rhett was, in his way, the perfect roommate. He was very handsome, always eager to greet her when she returned home, and quiet. In fact, their conversations were strictly one-sided, Rhett being a fish.
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