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Introduction


The last vestiges of a storm brooded over Lake Michigan, turning the water into an endless series of whitecaps, on the final day of my Spooky Indiana research trip. I walked lazily down the steps from the parking lot and along the wood boardwalk that cut through the dunes. The wind whipped my hair into a mass of tangles, and I laughed as its chilly fingers caressed my cold cheeks. The beach in mid-afternoon—even on a cloudy day—was no place for shoes. I kicked them off and stepped down into the sand, catching them up with one hand as I headed toward the lake. The sand was cold against my bare feet; the wind took my breath away. Spray from the crashing waves misted the air like gentle rain. I saw a couple walking their golden retriever at the water’s edge farther down the beach.


When I turned northward, I saw one, then two, then three crows fly in low over the dune and land near the water. Behind them, framing the scene, was the lighthouse at Michigan City—my first stop of the day and the last stop for the Hagenbeck-Wallace Circus before the fatal train wreck in 1918. Gulls farther up the beach huddled in a group near the base of the dune, uninterested in the crashing surf. But it was the crows I watched. They strutted closer to the crashing waves and then backed up quickly when the water came too close. I laughed again; it was as if they were playing.


Just then a jogger passed me, huddled into his sweatshirt as though he felt the cold in his bones. He didn’t see the crows, didn’t see me. I’m not even sure he registered the crashing waves as he ran along the shifting sand. The crows saw him, though, and flew away, sailing past me and landing farther down the beach, where they resumed their game of wave tag until the presence of the golden retriever persuaded them to head inland and out of sight. I sighed and waved goodbye to the departing trio. Then I, too, headed inland to drive across the bridge at Cline Avenue in Hammond, which was haunted by the ghost of a jilted bride (“Sophia”), and to pay a quick visit to the phantom-plagued railroad tracks near Colfax Street, my last stop of the day before heading to the hotel to pack my bags for departure. Not that there would be much to see in daylight hours—at least at the railroad tracks. If and when a ghostly reenactment of the Hagenbeck-Wallace Circus train wreck happened, it would be in the wee hours of the morning, right around 3:57 a.m., the time the original accident took place (“Train Wreck”). Still, my spooky trip around Indiana would not be complete without a glimpse of the infamous site.
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My adventures had begun two weeks earlier when I’d arrived in Goshen, my jumping off point for northern Indiana. I spent several days roaming through Amish country, enjoying homemade quilts and sweet treats, learning about life in the fertile farmlands, and visiting spooky spots like South Bend, where a grave robber met a terrible fate after stealing a dead woman’s head for his phrenology studies (“Strange Case”). I paid a visit to the cemetery near Bremen, where ghostly headlights chase the unwary who venture there at night (“Headlights”). My visit to Fort Wayne produced the tale of a witch who still haunts the ruins of her house atop a hill (“Reflection”). Of course, the ghost of a bereaved farmer can still be seen wandering the fields between Francesville and Rensselaer (“Moody’s Light”).


After several wonderful days exploring the north, I headed down to Indianapolis, the source of many spooky tales. The one I chose for this collection involves a very haunted Central State Hospital (“The Night Shift”). Just a bit farther south is Bloomington, home to Indiana University and many spooky stories, including the infamous “Hatchet Man” and a certain ghostly young lady in a yellow dress (“The Face”). Farther west, the ghost of “Stiffy Green” wanders with his master through Terre Haute. Legend tells of three lovely witches who once roamed Shelby County in the shape of baby deer (“Three Fawns”).


The final week of my journey took me through southern Indiana, where I found many tales of intrigue. In Jeffersonville, a murderer almost walked free, until the ghost of his victim appeared to a local man in a dream (“Tom Morgan’s Dream”). A werewolf once preyed upon the townsfolk of Evansville (“Loup-Garou”). Counterfeiters used a cave near Leavenworth to print their false currency. And grave robbers in Newburgh accidentally saved the life of a grandmother who’d been buried alive when they dug up her casket to steal her diamond ring.


During the course of my stay in Indiana, I visited a revolving prison in Crawfordsville, spoke to many people who encountered ghosts in the normal course of their daily lives, laughed and cried over frontier tales of Daniel and Squire Boone and Abraham Lincoln, and made many friends. From the rolling hills and woodlands of southern Indiana to the dunes of Lake Michigan, Indiana is a state to remember. I hope you enjoy this glimpse of her spooky heritage.


—Sandy Schlosser




PART ONE


Ghost Stories
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Headlights


BREMEN


I’d heard spooky stories about Little Egypt Cemetery all my life, and to be frank, I didn’t believe any of them. Of course, fate, with its wicked sense of humor, made sure I fell in love with a true believer in ghosts to compensate for my skepticism. My wife-to-be knew all the stories about Little Egypt, and she took delight in repeating them around campfires and at family occasions.


Among her favorites was the tale of the girl who went parking with her boyfriend on the dirt road that circled around the cemetery. The boyfriend got out of the car to answer the call of nature and never returned. When the girl went to look for him, she found him hanging from a tree at the edge of the graveyard, a hand-braided rope around his neck. His ghost is said to haunt the tree where he died, and some of our friends claim they’ve seen the body of a man hanging from a tree in Little Egypt Cemetery on moonless nights.


According to another story, a quarter placed on a certain gravestone makes a phantom baby cry from beneath the ground where the child’s grave-marker once stood. Apparently, the infant buried there choked to death on a quarter.


“That’s just mean,” I told my soon-to-be-wife the first time I heard the story. “That’s reviving terrible memories for the poor kid.”


“I thought you didn’t believe in ghosts,” my fiancée retorted.


“I don’t,” I said, “but you do, and I still think it’s a mean thing to do.”


My fiancée changed the subject, which was her tacit way of agreeing with me without saying so.


At a family barbecue a few days later, I overheard her relating a few more stories about Little Egypt Cemetery. Honestly, the place is so crowded with ghosts, it’s a wonder there is any room left to bury anyone! This time, she told the story of a farmer who died in a nearby field. His ghost supposedly rises from the field and chases people out of the graveyard. In another story the ghost of a girl can be heard screaming in terror in the woods nearby. Ha! I thought. The screamer was probably a real girl who’d scared herself silly telling ghost stories about Little Egypt!


Then came the tale of the ghostly headlights. I blinked, not sure I’d heard my fiancée correctly. Haunted headlights? Surely she must be joking! I leaned my back against a nearby oak tree, trying to look inconspicuous, and listened a little closer.


“Route 5A makes a kind of square around the cemetery,” my wife-to-be said to her breathless little cousins. “The phantom headlights appear as you are driving out of the cemetery. They come out of the woods and follow you down the road. Some people think it’s the dead farmer chasing away people in his truck. Others say it is a malicious ghost trying to catch trespassers, and if the lights catch you before you get out of the cemetery, you’ll never leave.” She pitched her voice low and eerie as she uttered the last phrase, and the little cousins shivered in unison as they shrieked in delighted terror.
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“Hogwash!” I muttered, a little louder than I’d meant to.


“Don’t you believe in ghosts?” asked a little cousin, her eyes wide with interest.


“Nope,” I said, folding my arms across my chest and giving a decisive nod.


“He’s just scared to try it,” my fiancée said, giving me a wicked grin while the little cousins started chanting: “Fraidy-cat. Fraidy-cat.”


I shook my head at their nonsense and strolled away to get another hamburger from the heavily packed food table.


About a week later, I was driving home after a night class when I happened to pass Hawthorne Road near the Little Egypt Cemetery. It was one of those silvery nights when the moon is almost full and the whole world seems full of mystery. I wasn’t in any hurry to get home, and on impulse I headed down Hawthorne Road, suddenly curious to see Little Egypt Cemetery at nighttime. Grinning wolfishly, I turned onto the dirt road that leads around three-quarters of the cemetery before meandering through fields and woods to Gumwood Road. I could see the cemetery dead (pardon the pun!) ahead of me. The headstones were bright and clear in the moonlight, and they cast mysterious dark shadows in the black-and-white landscape. My headlights were on high beam and shone like strobes through the dark cemetery as I followed the curve to the left, beginning the bend around the perimeter. There, I could see a few sparse trees lining the wire fence. I assumed one of them must have been the tree involved in the alleged hanging, though I didn’t see any hanging corpse illuminated by my high beams. I slowed around the next bend, still searching among the tombstones for a glowing farmer warning me off what was once his land. All I saw were moonlit fields with small, dark woods at the far end.


I touched the button to lower the passenger side window and slowed the car. Would I hear a baby cry? A girl scream? Nope. Nothing. Just the wind through the empty field … and the sudden rev of an engine!


Suddenly, a pair of burning white headlights appeared at the far edge of the field and roared out of the darkened wood heading straight toward the cemetery. My mouth dropped open in astonishment, and my heart started pounding. It wasn’t possible for a car … or was it a truck? … to move that fast over a bumpy, harvested field. It had to be doing at least fifty, and it was speeding up! It must be some crazy fool who delights in scaring sightseers away from Little Egypt, I thought. Still, it made me tremble all over to see those lights coming closer, growing brighter. The vehicle roared louder than the combined noise of all the racecars in the Indianapolis 500, and my heart accelerated right with it.


It was strange that the high beams were all I could see of the vehicle, despite the bright moonlight. The lights raced toward me, getting brighter and brighter, and I realized the crazy fool driving the vehicle was heading right for the fence surrounding the cemetery. Then, the blinding lights came through the far side of the fence, and my heart leapt into my throat as I realized it wasn’t a person driving that car! Or at least, not a living person! I gunned my own motor and raced around the next bend of the cemetery, the back end of my car skidding badly. I fought for control as the lights grew closer, dazzling my eyes until I could hardly see. I got the car back on the dirt road and slammed down on the gas as soon as I hit the straightaway. The phantom headlights burst through the near side of the cemetery fence, and the ghost vehicle came barreling after me at top speed.


The ghost car gained rapidly on me, and its headlights reflecting in my rearview mirror seemed as bright as the noonday sun. I pushed my foot hard on the gas pedal, but it was already touching the floor. I was well away from the cemetery already. Why was the ghost car still following me? It was on my tail and still accelerating. I was certain it was going to hit me. My hands were shaking so hard I could hardly keep them on the steering wheel. By then, the blazing white glare in my rearview and side mirrors was so bright that it nearly blinded me. Pressing pedal to the metal and praying I was still on the road, I braced myself for impact. The lights were a yard away, then a foot, then an inch … and then they were climbing up my bumper, glaring right through the back windshield, and rising toward the roof. I slammed my foot on the brakes as the lights traveled across the roof of the car and down over the front windshield. The whole car was shuddering and fighting, trying to spin out. The back end fishtailed as the lights glared blindingly right into my eyes….


And disappeared.


I swore aloud in the sudden blackness and felt the car spin around in at least one complete 360. There may have been more. I took my foot off the brake and hung on for dear life, my eyes blind, save for the gray flashes that appeared every time I blinked. The car bumped over stubby field, slowed, and then stalled.


I collapsed against the steering wheel and tried to breathe. My heart was thundering so hard, it hurt my chest. I took panting breaths, trying to slow down my heart rate. I couldn’t breathe deeply; my torso was too tight. I swayed a little, side to side, like a mother comforting her baby. Come on, man. Get a grip!


Slowly, my vision cleared, and I could see the lights of my dashboard. My head felt like it weighed a hundred pounds, but I managed to lift it and look out the window. I was only a couple yards off the road, out in some farmer’s field. My car was facing back toward the cemetery. I could see a few of the taller gravestones illuminated in my high beams, which didn’t look nearly so bright as they had when I’d first turned onto the dirt road.


It took three tries to get my car started again; my hands were trembling that bad. I carefully steered through the field and out onto the road, heading away from the cemetery. No way was I going back there! I drove slowly, like a little old man with bad eyesight, and nearly missed the turn onto Gumwood Road.


It took most of the drive home for my heart to settle back into its normal beat, and I was exhausted by the time I parked in my driveway. My trembling legs would barely hold me up when I stepped out of the car, and I leaned against the roof with my head bowed, at last able to take a couple of deep, calming breaths.


As I pushed myself upright, feeling old, I wondered what I should tell my fiancée. She’d believe me. Of course, she would. But did I want to spend the rest of my life being teased about my dramatic introduction to the reality of ghosts? I was too worn out to decide. I staggered into the house and went to bed. I’d decide in the morning.
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Sophia


HAMMOND


The taxi driver was startled when a woman in white waved him down as he was driving into Hammond. Still, a fare was a fare. As he pulled up, he realized her fancy gown was, in fact, a wedding dress. The style was old-fashioned, but it looked good on her. She was young, with long blond hair and stunning blue eyes. She must be a model on her way to a photography shoot, the taxi driver thought admiringly. He couldn’t think of any other reason why a lovely lady in a wedding gown should be hailing a taxi.


As the woman stepped into the back, the air in the taxi cooled abruptly, as if the driver has turned on the air conditioner—which he hadn’t. The man shivered a little as he glanced in the rearview mirror and asked the lovely bridal figure for the address. She told him to drive to Cline Avenue in Hammond. The driver nodded and pulled out into traffic.


“You doing a photo shoot?” he asked, unable to control his curiosity.


At first, the woman did not answer. The taxi driver glanced into the rearview mirror, afraid he’d offended her with his question. When he saw her ashen face and trembling lips, he stuttered an apology.


The woman shook her head sadly. “No apology,” she whispered. “The fault is not yours. It is mine. I thought … I thought …” Her voice drifted off on the last word, and she lifted a dainty hand and wiped her eyes.


The taxi driver tore his eyes away from the pale bride and kept them on the road as she told her story….


She was seeing a man from the other side of town against her parent’s wishes. They wanted her to marry a man from their own nationality, and her boyfriend came from another part of the world entirely. Still, the couple loved one another in spite of their differences, and they met often on the banks of the Calumet River. They planned to wed secretly, and she had saved all her money and bought the perfect wedding gown. On the appointed day, she snuck away after work to meet her boyfriend at a local church where a priest had agreed to marry them. She dressed herself carefully in her new wedding gown, and then she waited … and waited … and waited for her groom to arrive. But he never came. After two hours, the priest had gently urged her to return home, and she had reluctantly agreed.


“Oh miss, I’m so sorry,” the taxi driver began, glancing in sympathy at the white-gowned woman pictured in the rearview mirror. Then he gasped! The woman in the backseat no longer wore a pristine white wedding gown. Now, she was soaked to the skin, her white wedding dress torn and covered in mud and river slime. Her face and lips were blue, and she seemed not to be breathing.


A desperately honking horn brought his attention back to the road. He’d swerved into the next lane while his attention was on the woman in the back, nearly causing an accident. The driver fought for control of the taxi and managed to get over to the side of the road just before the bridge over the Calumet River. He threw the taxi in park, put on his hazard lights, and whirled around to face the woman in the rear. The back seat was empty, except for a damp patch on the back seat and the smell of river water in the air.


The taxi driver clutched at his heart in shock. What? How? He fell back against the seat and took long, slow breaths, trying to calm himself. Then he put on his blinker and pulled back into traffic, wondering what the heck had just happened to him.


He thought about the eerie incident the rest of the day. Finally, he told one of his friends about the incident. His buddy, who had been driving a taxi in Hammond for a long time, didn’t seem surprised by the story.


“Did she ask you to take her to Cline?” he asked.


“How’d you know?” the taxi driver asked in astonishment.


“That was Sophia,” his buddy said. “She’s been haunting that stretch of highway for a long time. She didn’t tell you the end of her story. The day her boyfriend left her waiting at the church, she ran outside and hailed a cab to take her home. But when they reached the stretch of Cline Avenue near the bridge, she told the taxi driver to halt. Then, she leapt out of the cab, raced frantically down to the edge of the water, and threw herself into the river before the cab driver could stop her. Her heavy skirts pulled her underwater, and she was swept away by the current. Some fishermen found her body a few days later, floating along the shore in her ruined wedding gown.”


The taxi driver shook his head in sorrow, remembering the tears the woman in white had shed in his back seat.


“Poor girl,” he murmured. “Poor abandoned girl.”
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“They say her fiancé was killed in a mill accident the day before the wedding. That’s why he didn’t show,” his buddy said.


“Did anyone ever tell Sophia that?” asked the taxi driver. “Maybe it would help her to rest in peace.”


“You do that, the next time she asks you for a ride,” his buddy said, half in jest.


“Maybe I will,” said the taxi driver. But remembering the drowned figure in his back seat, he wasn’t so sure he wanted to give Sophia another ride in his taxi. Once was enough.
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The Purple Hand


VINCENNES


I got my first job in town back in 1895, the year I turned fourteen. Pa was doing poorly that year, and we needed the money to help supplement the family income from what Pa and Ma raised on the farm, which wasn’t too much that year on account of Pa’s health. So I dropped out of school, worked in the fields during the mornings, and spent my afternoons and evenings doing odd jobs at the sawmill.


We lived a fair piece out of town, so I rode the horse back and forth to work whenever I wasn’t needed on the farm. When Pa needed the horse to plow or do other chores, I’d walk to town, and Pa would pick me up in the wagon when I was done in the evening. It gave him a chance to sit with the other farmers in the mercantile and play checkers while I finished work.


A few weeks after I started my job at the mill, I had to stay late on the farm to help Pa untangle the bull from a wire fence in which he’d trapped himself trying to get a piece of choice grass on the far side. It was tricky work pulling out the bull without injuring him further on the sharp barbs, and by the time we’d freed the critter, it was past time for me to be gone. I was a-feared of losing my new job when we needed the money so bad, and so I did a stupid thing. I took the shortcut to town over the railroad bridge that crossed the Wabash River near the haunted battlefield.


Pa and Ma had both forbidden me to go near the spot because of the haunts, but it was an emergency. Besides, it was broad daylight. So I turned off the main road and cantered along the railroad tracks, carefully crossing the bridge after making sure no trains were in sight. It was a peaceful ride, kind of pretty with the Wabash murmuring under the bridge and the trees shading the banks.


I got to work on time and made a mental note to use the shortcut if ever I was late again. As I loaded logs and stacked timber, I got to wondering why my folks had made such a fuss about that part of the river. They’d never told me much about it beyond mentioning a battle during the French and Indian War, and that it was haunted. So I asked my employer, Mr. Smith, about the story during my dinner break.


“It was a nasty time, hereabouts,” Mr. Smith said, leaning against the wall of the mill and lighting his pipe. “This was the far edge of the frontier back in the early days of this century, and the natives didn’t like the white settlers taking their land. Skirmishes took place every week, but the fight on the Wabash was an out-and-out battle between the white folks and the Indians. It took place during the spring floods, and the river roared and foamed in the background as guns blazed, tomahawks whirled, and spears and knives flew every which way. Warriors were whooping, and men were shouting defiance or screaming in agony. Blood was everywhere, littering the ground and coloring the floodwaters.”
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