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INTRODUCTION


The Christmas after my husband died, I had a truly eerie experience, one that I’ve never been able to explain, but one for which I have always been grateful. I suppose you could call it an “angel” story, although I’m not exactly sure who the angel was—my late husband, or the other-worldly young girl who channeled him one evening, at a chance meeting at the local Barnes & Noble. And then again, maybe they both were angels. Why not?


I met Adam Shields in 1992, when I was an editor at Santa Barbara Magazine. I was doing an article on two of Santa Barbara’s most illustrious residents, the Irish actor Barry Fitzgerald—who won an Oscar for his portrayal of the feisty little old priest in the 1944 movie Going My Way—and his younger brother, the well-known character actor Arthur Shields. During my research, I discovered that Arthur Shields had a son, Adam, who lived in Santa Paula, about forty-five miles from Santa Barbara. I wrote him a letter asking if he would be willing to be interviewed, and when I called to follow up a week later, I was greeted with a sweet, gentle voice, its unmistakable Dublin accent still very much intact.


“I’d be happy to talk to you,” he said. So, three days later, I arrived at Adam’s house, and when he opened the door, history was made—our history, at any rate. He fell in love with me, he said, before I even stepped into the house. “I never got past your eyes,” he told me later. It took me much longer—two days, I think—before I realized that I was in love with him.


We talked from six in the evening until six the next morning. We even forgot to have dinner. Nothing like that had ever happened to me or, it turned out, to him. I thought he was a regular chatterbox until everyone else in his family told me that he was generally extremely quiet and reserved, the last person you’d ever in a million years imagine blabbing for twelve hours straight. Of course, this could have been explained by the fact that Adam was a widower and I was the first woman he’d entertained since his wife of thirty-seven years had died five years before. It seems I became the corkscrew that unleashed five years of bottledup emotions.


I ended up sleeping in his spare bedroom that night, or rather, the next morning. He never made a pass at me—he was far too gentlemanly and old-worldly for that. I left later that morning, wondering if it had all been a dream. But for the next week I couldn’t get this slight, charming, handsome man with the twinkling eyes and the soft Irish brogue out of my mind.


Then one day he called and we had another talkathon—apparently another first. By his own admission, and that of his sister and kids, Adam had inherited his father’s almost pathological dislike of telephones and was the master of the one-minute phone conversation.


“I really don’t understand what’s happening,” he said after an hour had breezed by. “It’s as if I’ve known you for a hundred years.”


“I know,” I said. And so, a few days later, I went back to Santa Paula for an official date. Adam answered the door, as calm and courtly as you please. I never would have guessed that he’d been glued to the window all day, waiting for the sight of my red Toyota Camry. Again we talked nonstop until nearly 6 a.m.; again we forgot to have dinner. And again I slept in the spare bedroom.


I awoke several hours later, thoroughly confused. I knew that we were madly attracted to each other. But Adam had never so much as touched me. What did he want? What did I want?


Just as I was about to leave that morning for the magazine, I said, “Well, Adam, it’s been great. Thanks for another wonderful marathon.”


And then this cool, collected Irishman held out his arms to me. As I hugged him, I realized that he was shaking.


“I know you’re a young kid and I’m an old geezer,” he said, trembling. “I have four children and the oldest is your age. But if I let you go out that door, you might go out of my life. And I couldn’t have that. I’m too much in love with you, you see.”


I stroked his hair as if I’d been doing it forever. Everything about him felt so familiar to me—his arms, his eyes, his voice. To this day I can’t explain any of it, except to say that I’ve since ended up believing in past lives.


“I love you too,” I said. And then we kissed, and kissed, and kissed …


He asked me to move in the next day. We were married a year later, in November, although we always celebrated August 20 as the day we fell in love and the day Adam officially came back to life. I never felt the twenty-three-year age gap between us, and Adam was genuinely amused when people asked him if I was his daughter.


It’s not exaggerating to say that our marriage was made in heaven. We lived in a rarified atmosphere of constant delight. To give you an idea of the kind of man I married, every morning he cut a rose from our garden and had it waiting for me in a vase by the bed when I awoke.


And then Adam died of lung cancer, on August 20, 1996, exactly four years to the day and the hour from when he’d first declared his love to me.


He died at home, in my arms. When they took his wasted body away, my spirit seemed to slip out of me as well. Thus began a period I refer to as my zombiedom, a time when I was like the walking dead, moving through life but not daring to feel. For a while I even forgot what Adam looked like, because if I let myself remember, the agony was so excruciating that I immediately went numb, the body’s way of coping with unbearable pain.


It was in this frame of mind, four months later, that I dragged myself to Barnes & Noble on Christmas Eve. It was pouring rain and I was hardly in the holiday spirit. My plan was to dash into the store, get my brother a book he’d requested for Christmas, and dash out, shielding my eyes from the festive atmosphere of the season as a vampire tries to ward off the deadly sunrise.


I found the book within three minutes and was about to leave when a strange something stopped me—a little inner voice that said, “Go over to the grieving books.” Now, this seemed quite stupid, as I’d frequented that area for months and couldn’t imagine that anything new would have come in since my last visit. Nevertheless, I turned down the aisle leading to the section on loss, almost stepping on a young woman sitting cross-legged on the floor, reading a book.


She was a pretty little thing, delicate, with fine features and long, dark hair, and when she looked up, her clear blue eyes seemed to be staring past me, into another world.


“Have you lost someone recently?” she asked in a soft, little-girlish voice.


“Yes. My husband.”


“Oh. I’m sorry.”


“And you?”


“My father.” She continued to leaf through her book. Then suddenly she said, “I’m psychic, you know.”


Uh-huh, I thought.


“People call me an angel. I like to help people. I’ve helped a lot of people. I tell them all about their lives and I never charge them anything. God told me it’s a gift that was given to me, so I have to give it to others.”


Although I was dubious, my caution was beginning to evaporate. There was something so sweet, so pure about her.


“I think I’m getting a message from your husband,” she said. “Did he look like this?” And she began describing Adam with stunning accuracy.


“I … yes. Yes, that’s him.” Goose bumps prickled up my arms as she calmly continued.


“He’s very happy,” she said. “He’s surrounded by flowers. He loves you and doesn’t want you to be sad. Wait, now he’s showing me your house. It’s kind of pink.”


A year earlier I’d had our house painted a sandy pink.


“And there’s a yellow sign in front of it.”


I had just put the house on the market, a wrenching decision for me, and when the yellow “For Sale” sign had gone up the week before, I had collapsed in tears, sobbing to Adam to forgive me for having to move on from the house he had lived in and loved for twenty-nine years.


“Yes,” I said. “I just put the house up for sale.”


“Your husband wants you to know that it’s okay to sell the house,” she smiled. “He understands.”


I knelt down beside this small being, whom I judged to be no more than seventeen.


“What’s your name?” I asked.


“Andrea.”


“How old are you, Andrea?”


“Twenty-five.” She smiled, and her face was suffused with radiance. “Your husband loves you so much! It must have been beautiful, what you had.”


“It was,” I replied, trying to keep back the tears.


“Well, he’s still around. He’s with you a lot. Do you have a white minivan?”


After Adam had been diagnosed, I’d bought a white Ford Windstar, in order to have a vehicle that could transport the wheelchair, walker, and oxygen tank that would soon become cumbersome additions to our lives. Adam was crazy about the Windstar; every time he got into it, he’d exclaim, “God! I love this car!”


“Well, whenever you’re driving, your husband is sitting right beside you,” Andrea informed me. “And he loves that car! He’s telling me that.”


She was really on a roll now. She described Adam’s favorite bathrobe—the big fuzzy white one I’d bought him—and said that he wanted me to wear it because I’d feel closer to him. She described the entire interior of our house, from the new carpets and floors to the attached garage and laundry room.


“He’s showing me your washer and dryer,” she said. “They’re sort of green.”


Yes, avocado green, to be exact, ancient relics from 1968.


Then Andrea looked at me intently.


“Do you have medication you haven’t been taking?”


Oh, brother. I was on meds for high blood pressure, and during the past month, brain-fogged with grief, I’d been forgetting to take my pills—an unconscious sign, no doubt, of not really wanting to be around anyway.


“Your husband’s very concerned,” Andrea admonished me. “He says you have to stay healthy because you’ve still got a lot to do.”


We ended up going over to the store café and talking for two more hours over our lattes. I drove back home that night in a daze, almost backing the Windstar into a wall as I pulled out of the parking lot. I probably was in no condition to drive, especially in the rain at midnight, but I figured that since Adam was in the car with me, he sure as hell wouldn’t let me crash. After all, I still had a lot left to do before I checked out of Hotel Earth.


That Christmas Eve a transformation took place deep inside of me. I had met an angel, a genuine messenger from my husband. I felt protected, guided, and still do to this day, twelve years later, which is one reason I was very excited to be given the opportunity to write Haunted Christmas.


The word “haunted” usually has a negative connotation associated with ghosts and creepy, crawly events. But ghosts, as my story proves, can often be friendly, and many of the stories in this book involve angels and other compassionate spirits who have touched down to earth at that time of year that embodies unconditional love. Perhaps instead of the word “hauntings,” we should substitute “visitations.” Haunted Christmas has many stories about Christmas visits from congenial, loving souls who have crossed over in body but are still among us in spirit.


Of course, not all spirits are in a jolly mood, and the Christmas season has its share of restless and malcontented ghosts who roam a wide variety of earthly destinations in search of recognition, revenge, or rest—who knows for sure? In Haunted Christmas, you’ll encounter everything from haunted houses and hotels to haunted Christmas trees, haunted ships, haunted lights, and even haunted cities.


Stories like “The Christmas Ghosts of Victoria,” the city in British Columbia that has an unusually large number of holiday spirit sightings; “The Brown Lady of Raynham Hall,” about an eighteenth-century aristocrat who appears at Christmas in the mansion where she was murdered; “The Christmas Tree Ship,” a famous story about the doomed Rouse Simmons, the schooner that made an annual voyage bringing Christmas trees from Michigan to Chicago and sank in 1912—only to return through the years in ghostly form; and “The Ghost Lights of Christmas,” accounts of ghostly luminous phenomena that appear with no explanation, to light the way during the season of light, are just some of the extraordinary tales you’ll enjoy in Haunted Christmas. From the amazing to the amusing, the incredible to the inspirational, the horrifying to the heart-warming, this book takes another look at the Christmas spirit, through the Christmas spirits.


And so, to give a slightly spooky twist to Clement C. Moore and his famous poem, “‘Twas the Night Before Christmas”:


“Haunted Christmas to all, and to all a good fright!”




Chapter 1


A History of Haunted Christmas



Did you know that in ancient times, Christmas more resembled Halloween than today’s elaborate tree-trimming and gift-giving holiday? Yes, in Europe and Scandinavia, the Yuletide tradition was one of hauntings and visits from ghosts, goblins, and other weird spirits who brought either good or bad fortune depending on if you were naughty or nice.


The popular Christmas song “It’s the Most Wonderful Time of the Year” contains a mysterious stanza:
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Scary ghost stories? Wait a minute. What could be scary about Christmas? Aren’t ghosts and creepy things the domain of Halloween? Did somebody get mixed up and stick the wrong holiday in those otherwise merry lyrics?


Actually, no. That strange line refers to the ancient history of Christmas, during which many of the practices we now associate with Halloween originated. Trick-or-treating, for instance, has its roots in the Christmas of the Middle Ages, when, after church, people celebrated the holiday/holy day by getting drunk and disorderly. A student or beggar would be crowned the “Lord of Misrule”; then the crowd of “subjects” would make their raucous way to the homes of the rich, demanding food and drinks. If you didn’t offer “treats,” “tricks” would be played on you. In fact, until the twentieth century, Halloween had nothing on Christmas, which basically held the patent on everything haunted.


Back in pagan days, when people celebrated the arrival of winter solstice, the official end of darkness and the return of the sun, December 25 marked Yuletide in northern Europe and Saturnalia—”The Feast of the Unconquered Sun"—in southern Europe. In the south things got really wild—Saturnalia was a time for unbridled revelry that featured processionals, feasts, and the exchange of presents, along with the shedding of inhibitions and propriety. Men and women got rowdy and cross-dressed, and kids could really cut up during their special feast, Juvenilia.


Up in the more chilling north, however, Yuletide was a little less frivolous. While there was still feasting, wassailing, and gift exchanging, the northern Europeans saw the season as an opportunity for the dark forces of the night to make their mischief, and believed that ghosts and demons were liberated during that time.


Early Christianity celebrated Easter and the Resurrection, not the birthday of Jesus. It wasn’t until the third and fourth centuries that the church decided to incorporate the pagan date beloved by the masses into the new religion, and made December 25 the feast of another unconquered son. Although the church sought to replace paganism with Christianity, old habits die hard and a number of Yuletide and Saturnalia rituals became associated with Christmas. Until the relatively new invention of Halloween in the eighteenth century, Christmas was when ghosts, goblins, and other supernatural creatures ruled.


In northern Europe, Alban Arthuan, or the winter solstice, or Yuletide, was a critical climax in the natural cycle of death and rebirth. It marked a time of new life, for both nature and the human soul. On December 21, the Old Sun was said to die, to be instantly replaced, like the mythical phoenix rising from the ashes of its dead predecessor, with the New Sun.


In the Celtic calendar, December was the month of Samhain, the most haunted time of the year, with Yule coming in second. Ghosts and spirits were said to start work on December 6 and continue through December 20; as the sun’s powers began to regenerate, the atmosphere was supposedly more conducive to spirit activity, which could come in the form of either malevolent or benign entities. From the trolls of Scandinavia, who supposedly cavorted in people’s homes while they were at midnight mass; to Germany’s Frau Berchta, a witch who was said to travel the countryside during Christmas, handing out either gifts or scoldings, depending on the situation; to Scotland’s sinister ghostly archers of the Wild Hunt of Christmas Eve; to the kallikantzaroi of Greece, goblins who, according to legend, kidnapped and terrorized anyone they bumped into during the Christmas season, Christmas was fraught with supernatural danger. At the same time, however, one’s ancestors might be around to offer protection, along with spirit guides and the souls of friends.


In Celtic tradition, the fairies and other little folk reside in the sidehe, or mounds where the dead are laid to rest. A favorite Celtic Yuletide story, “The Sluagh-Sidehe of Brug na Boinne,” tells of the haunted sidehe, which are the gateway for the souls of the living and the dead, affording them passage between this world and the next. The dead visit the living with messages and guidance, while the living may seek wisdom in the Other World, also known as the Land of Youth and the Isle of the Blessed. The “wee people” who are an integral part of Celtic folklore live around the sidehe in magical castles. If you remember the old Disney movie, Darby O’Gill and the Little People, you have an idea of the mischievous fairy folk and their enchanted domain, and of what happens when a mortal tries to pass between his world and theirs.


The Scottish/Irish tradition of haunted Christmas carried over to England. We’re all familiar with Dickens’s A Christmas Story, and the three ghosts who visit Ebenezer Scrooge on Christmas Eve. But few know that Dickens did not pluck this idea of a Christmas haunting out of thin air—that, in fact, he was continuing the age-old tradition in England of telling ghost stories on Christmas Eve, a period in time believed to provide, like the sidehe, an open door to the other side.


Ancient Yuletide lore contains many stories of supernatural creatures and prophecy. Heavily under the influence of pagan tradition, the first Christians did not instantly shed their worship of pagan deities. They simply demonized them, as deceivers who tried to tempt people away from believing in the Christ, and turned December 25, the old date of Yuletide and the new date of Jesus’s birth, into a victory party for the forces of light, which were now embodied not in the image of the sun, but in the image of the Son, whose entry into the world signified a continual rebirth of humanity each year. Thus, even though the dark forces were at their most insidious during Samhain, the two weeks preceding Christmas, they were particularly busy during Christmas Eve, their last chance to wreak havoc before their power was neutralized on the holiest day of the year.


In Scandinavia, a latecomer to Christianity, the Yule traditions remained intact for centuries. The trolls and dwarfs were lying in wait on Christmas Eve for people to go to midnight mass so they could invade their houses and have a feast. And these were not benevolent visitors. They were given to pillaging, kidnapping, and killing, and there were important rituals that had to be performed to ward them off. In her book Scandinavian Folktales, Jacqueline Simpson describes Christmas Eve in Iceland.


“It was the custom to sweep the house most thoroughly and keep lamps burning in every room and outhouse all the night, and for the mother of the family to go into every room and outhouse, saying, ‘Let those who wish to come, come; and let those who wish to go, go; and let them do no harm to me or mine.’”


Frau Berchta (also Perchta) was a mythical character who took various forms in the Alpine regions. In some places she was a beautiful goddess and guardian of the beasts. In others, she was an ugly witch. During the twelve days of Christmas, Berchta would travel throughout Germany and Austria, bearing gifts for the good, and nasty tricks for the naughty. In this case, “naughty” referred to anyone presumptuous enough to try to take a peek at her, like the servant girl who hid in the bushes one Christmas Eve, determined to get a glimpse of the legendary witch. She did, but it would be her last sighting of Berchta, or anything else, for a long time; as Berchta drove by, she struck the girl blind, saying something like, “There! That’s what you get for spying on me!” But Berchta was not all bad; the next year, as the story goes, when she was driving the same route, she stopped by the servant girl’s house to see if she had improved in humility. The girl was now properly penitent, and Berchta gave her back her sight.


Berchta’s male equivalent was the Belsnickel, a goblin who would visit children on Christmas Eve to find out whether they’d been naughty or nice. For the good children, he had gifts; for the bad ones, he had a switch with which he whipped them into shape. For centuries, little ones lived in fear of the Belsnickel, traditionally impersonated, like Santa, by a friend or family member in costume, and doing his best to create mischief and mayhem.


Way over in Greece, goblins known as the kallikantzaroi appeared on Christmas Eve and stayed the twelve days of Christmas, posing a threat to anyone who went out alone. The kallikantzaroi were famous for kidnapping young girls, and it took a clever maiden to win them over with charm and wiles. If she were lucky, the goblins would give her gifts and send her on her way. If not, she would vanish forever.


In Scotland, the Wild Hunters were the specters of Christmas Eve. These unnatural creatures portended death for those who saw them. In fact, in many countries Christmas Eve was a potent time for divination and the revelation of future events. It was believed that whatever you dreamed on any of the twelve nights between Christmas and Epiphany would materialize within the year. The twelve days of Christmas were also great for weather predictions; each day’s weather would be the same for the corresponding months of the year. If you wanted to get a heads-up on the year’s rainfall, you would place salt in twelve hollowed-out onions named for each month. Every month where the salt in the onion became wet would be a rainy one. As for the coming year’s harvest, the number of sheaves you’d have would be the same as the number of stars you could count on Christmas Eve. The sun shining through the limbs of an apple tree on Christmas Day would mean a good fruit crop; a full moon on Christmas, however, signaled a poor harvest.


One of the more popular examples of the power of Christmas as a predictive tool was the Samhain ritual of the “dumb supper.” This was not a stupid or silly meal—rather, a table was set and a meal served in silence for the dead on Christmas Eve to encourage them to communicate with the living, in the form of information, reassurances, and predictions for the future.


The tradition of the “dumb supper” can be found in German, English, Scottish, and Scandinavian folktales; through the years and cultures, however, it took a new twist. A girl would silently set a table for two on Christmas Eve and wait for a vision of the man she would marry. An old Swedish folktale involves a maidservant who was waiting by the welllaid table, determined to see her future husband, when the master of the house came in to get a drink of water and, since he was very married already, spoiled the enchanted moment. The angry girl threw a dish of water at him but nothing could thwart the power of the dumb supper. The mistress of the house died soon afterward, and sure enough, her husband married the maidservant.


In England there is the ritual of the “dumb cake,” in which single girls baked a rather unappetizing cake of salt, wheat meal, and barley in complete silence on Christmas Eve and carefully placed it in the oven. At exactly midnight, the girl would open the oven, whereupon the specter of her future husband was supposed to enter the house and appear in the kitchen to turn the cake. If the girl pricked her initials on the cake, Mr. Right would materialize and add his initials to hers.


Many other superstitions abound about Christmas. In some cultures people born on Christmas are considered blessed, as they can be neither drowned nor hanged. In other cultures, they are considered cursed because they will have a special ability to see ghosts and spirits. King Phillip II of Spain was said to have a morose disposition because he was born on Christmas and was constantly seeing ghosts. The Greeks believe that a child born on Christmas Day will turn into a kallikantzaroi, while the Poles believe that the child will become a werewolf. There is also the belief that those born on Christmas Eve turn into ghosts on that day every year while they sleep, roaming the streets and returning to their bodies only at the crowing of the cock on Christmas morn. Happily, there’s a simple way to avoid this fate: count the holes in a sieve from 11 p.m. on Christmas Eve until morning. On second thought, maybe it’s better to be a ghost for a few hours than to go stark raving mad counting sieve holes all night! And if you absolutely want to keep the ghosts away, make sure you get rid of every single piece of Christmas greenery by Candelmas. If even a single leaf is left, you’ll either see a ghost or have a death in the house in the coming year.


On Christmas Eve, it’s said, the bells of all the lost churches that disappeared in floods, earthquakes, or other natural disasters ring out in unison. Animals are also believed to acquire the power of speech on Christmas Eve, although it’s considered bad luck to hear them. Cattle may also moan at midnight and kneel facing east. An old superstition maintains that if you find a kneeling donkey on Christmas Eve, make a wish, and make the sign of the cross on the animal’s back, your wish will come true.


The haunted history of Christmas endures to this day, with the rituals and practices that had their beginnings in a time when the bond between the living and the dead was strong and it took all of man’s ingenuity and faith to overcome the dark forces that were at their most powerful just before the coming of the light.




Chapter 2


Haunted Cities I: Bethlehem
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The Palestinian city of Bethlehem was, of course, the place where Christmas all began. It was there that Jesus came into the world, there that a special star blazed in the sky, leading to the holy birthplace, a lowly manger. Bethlehem was also the birthplace of another legendary biblical figure, King David. In short, as far as sacred spots go, you can’t do much better.


But there’s another Bethlehem—one that is more haunted than holy. Bethlehem, Pennsylvania—a small city of 72,000, located in the heart of the Lehigh Valley, rich in colonial history, whose legacy also includes a few persistent ghosts. More friendly than sinister, these spirits add to the community’s charm, especially at Christmas, when they enjoy making special appearances.


Bethlehem was founded in 1741 by a group of Moravian settlers, members of the Unitas Fratum, the oldest Protestant denomination in the world, formed in the fifteenth century by a former Roman Catholic priest. The town got its name at Christmas 1741, when Count Nicholas Ludwig von Zinzendorf of Saxony, Germany, visited the new settlement. The count was residing in the town’s first house—a bare-bones two-bedroom log dwelling that served as both a home and a stable—on Christmas Eve when he was moved, presumably by the symbolism of his surroundings, to christen the new community “Bethlehem.” It took nearly two hundred years, however, for the local chamber of commerce to proclaim Bethlehem “the Christmas City for the entire country” in 1937. Today, Bethlehem offers the ultimate Christmas experience, with everything from historic “night light” tours and reconstructed eighteenthcentury venues to the famed live Christmas pageant and Christkindlmarkt, a bazaar of shops and stalls where you can buy all sorts of gifts and holiday delicacies. But there’s one aspect of Bethlehem’s Christmas festivities that’s not part of the celebration—its famous ghosts.


The hauntings of Bethlehem seem to be confined to one particular place—the Hotel Bethlehem, which just happens to have been built on the site where Bethlehem’s first house—that simple log structure where Count Nicholas stayed on Christmas Eve 1741—once stood. In 1823, the Moravian Church erected the Eagle Hotel on that spot, and in 1921 famed industrialist Charles M. Schwab, president of Bethlehem Steel, replaced the Eagle with the majestic Hotel Bethlehem. This was when the paranormal fun began.


Since it first opened its doors, the Hotel Bethlehem has been home to a number of spirits that have made life interesting for the establishment’s inhabitants. For years, guests and staff have reported seeing apparitions, shadows, and unexplained reflections in mirrors and glass. Hotel workers have heard their names called when no one is there, or have reported being tapped on the shoulder by an unseen hand. Often, pens drop on the front desk from nowhere. Another frequent phenomenon concerns the hotel vacuums, which have the habit of turning on and moving across the floor, even when they’re not plugged in.
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There'll be parties for hosting
Marshmallows for toasting
And caroling out in the snow
There'll be scary ghost stories
And tales of the glories of
Christmases long, long ago
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0 little town of Bethlehem
How still we see thee lie
Above thy deep and dreamless sleep
The silent stars go by
Yet in thy dark streets creepeth
Strange beings in the night
The chills and fears of all the years
Make for a haunted site!
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