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  To Courtney

  For allowing me to be the center of her universe,

  if only for a while
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  Introduction

  SO HOW DOES A GUY WHO’S SPENT THE LAST TWELVE YEARS CHASING after ghosts in Ohio end up writing a book about Indiana hauntings? Guess you could call it destiny. You see, for years now, whenever my travels took me to the western part of Ohio, I’d always know when I was close to the Indiana border. Things just started to feel weird. It wasn’t anything you could put your finger on. It was as if all these strange and spooky ghosts and creatures were standing on the other side of the imaginary borderline, daring me to cross over and try to find them.

  In late 2007, the two “Weird” Marks, Mark Moran and Mark Sceurman, tapped me to help out on the book Weird Indiana with Troy Taylor and Mark Merriman. Suddenly, I had carte blanche and permission to step over the border and explore Indiana. And let me tell you, the state didn’t let me down.

  Sure, the state had plenty of traditional urban legends—tales such as Bloody Mary and the Vanishing Hitchhiker. But there was so much more. Having now worked on books chronicling ghost stories for many different states, I can honestly tell you that Indiana has some of the most disturbing and twisted ghost stories in existence. What other state can claim a creature that is half woman and half dog makes its home there? Or have a bridge that’s haunted by a ghostly purple head? And of course, leave it to Indiana to give one of the creepiest places in the state the grin-inducing nickname Okie Pinokie.

  I also noticed something else as I trekked across the wonderful state of Indiana. Mainly, that the state is very reluctant to give up its ghost stories. I have been to many states where people are literally falling over each other to tell me their ghostly tales. No so with Indiana. They keep their stories close to the vest, which makes it all the more satisfying when they finally give up the ghost (literally) and let you in on their spectral secrets. Then and only then do you realize that these tales have been around for years, many being handed down from generation to generation. Sure, some of the tales leave you scratching your head and wondering aloud, “could something like that really happen?” But really, that’s not the allure of Indiana’s ghost stories. Rather, it’s how they have become entwined with actual history to give the state of Indiana a truly rich tapestry of folklore. That’s where the mystique of these stories lies. And really, would we expect anything from a state whose very nick-name—the Hoosier State—is steeped in mystery and folklore?

  So come with me now, if you dare, on a strange and spooky journey across Indiana. We’ll take a trip over some haunted bridges, pass a few spooky houses, try to explain why Indiana has so many ghosts associated with the color blue, and just for fun, stroll on over to Hell’s Gate. Along the way, we’ll encounter a few ghosts and even some hideous beasts. This trip will be unlike any other you’ve ever taken. Enjoy the ride!


  South Bend

  and

  Northern Indiana

  FAR AND AWAY, THE HIGHEST CONCENTRATION OF INDIANA GHOST STORIES is in the northern part of the state. This may have something to do with the fact that from the very beginning, people in northern Indiana just seemed to like sharing and trading things.

  In the 1600s, some of the first people to cross into what is now Indiana were French fur traders from Canada, who brought with them items from Europe to trade with the Native American tribes there. To further spread their business, these traders plied the waters around Indiana, especially Lake Michigan and the St. Joseph River. They created a large trading post at the river’s southernmost bend. That little trading post eventually grew into a city, and its location along the St. Joseph inspired its name: South Bend.

  Some four hundred years later, that same trading spirit lives on among the people of Northern Indiana. Only now, they are trading ghost stories. As I noted in the introduction, Hoosiers tend to keep quiet when it comes to their ghostlore, but this is not so in Northern Indiana. Rather, they seem to delight in sharing their stories.

  Throwing Coins through the Cemetery Fence

  Anyone who has traveled down the rural roads of Northern Indiana for any length of time gets used to all sorts of things popping up in front of his or her car—deer, raccoons, and even the occasional discarded fast-food wrapper. But take a trip down 5th Road in Bremen and be prepared for the shock of a lifetime when it suddenly looks like you’re going to drive smack-dab into the middle of a cemetery—a haunted one to boot!

  The graveyard in question is Ewald Cemetery. Although a series of ninety-degree turns will take you out of harm’s way and allow you to continue on your journey, it is nonetheless a bit unsettling to see a cemetery looming in your headlights. Perhaps that’s why people started saying that something wasn’t right out there. Of course, that doesn’t explain why to this day, the cemetery is widely known as Little Egypt.

  Although there are several reported ghosts at the cemetery, most of the tales center around those of little children. One of the most popular stories says that if you throw a penny or a nickel on top of a child’s grave, you will hear a ghostly cry. This is easier said than done, however. Not only is the cemetery surrounded by a fence that is usually locked, but many of the old stones have unfortunately been vandalized, making it nearly impossible to determine which of the graves belong to children. Still, it is not uncommon to stop by the cemetery and see coins scattered around the grounds, because people throw them over the fence toward random plots as if they were playing a game of chance at a carnival.

  Another story says that while you might not actually see a ghost while you are at the cemetery, you will see signs that they were present. Some people have reported that after walking around the fence of the cemetery for a while and returning to their cars, they have found dozens of tiny handprints all over their vehicles, almost as if a group of children had been playing around them.

  There is also a story about the field in which the cemetery is situated. Those who foolishly visit late at night are often frightened off by the ghostly apparition of a man who emerges from the field and walks towards them. Some believe that this is the ghost of a former caretaker, still watching over the cemetery. Others, though, say the man is a farmer who was murdered in the field, which he used to own.

  A final bizarre tale concerns a bridge that is a short distance east of the cemetery. The bridge that crosses the Yellow River is referred to as the Troll Bridge, and it is said that a giant, eight-foot creature lives there. He, or it, has been reported to come rushing out from under the bridge at those who approach it, and it chases them, even after they’ve returned to their cars and hightailed it out of there.

  So are there stories true? It’s hard to say with any certainty. But ask anyone who has traveled down 5th Road in the middle of the night and they’ll tell you there’s definitely something spooky going on there.

  What Goes Up Must Be Getting Pushed by Ghostly Hands

  When it comes to the subject of ghosts, there are several theories as to why some spirits make the decision to linger here on Earth. Some ghosts are said to be lost; others are plain stubborn. Some decide to hang around so they can remain with friends and loved ones. And some just want to make sure what happened to them doesn’t happen to anyone else. The latter may be the reason why a group of ghostly schoolchildren are said to have taken up residence at the site of their demise more than forty years ago.

  Classic ghost stories have never been big on specifics, and the case of the tale surrounding the hill on County Line Road in Westville is no exception. All that is said is that sometime in the 1960s, there was a set of railroad tracks at the bottom of this hill. One fateful day, a busload of children somehow managed to get stuck on the tracks. Worse, there was a train coming. Try as he might, the bus driver was unable to move the bus off the tracks and the train hit it at a high rate of speed, killing all of the children and the driver instantly.

  After such a horrible accident, the area residents wanted to forget it ever happened as soon as possible, so they had the train tracks removed. Once that was accomplished, everyone put the incident behind them and moved on with their lives, forgetting that it ever happened. Everyone, that is, except for the ghosts of the children who died in the wreck.

  According to legend, the ghostly schoolchildren still hang around the area of the crash, even after all these years. What’s more, they go to great lengths to ensure no one suffers the same fate they did. That’s why, even though the train tracks are long gone, people who park their cars on the spot of the accident find their vehicles being pushed away and slowly up the nearby hill. Some people are said to have gone so far as to sprinkle flour all over the bumpers of their cars, so that they can see the tiny handprints of the ghostly children who push their vehicles.

  The Great Circus Train Disaster

  In the early part of the twentieth century, the Hagenbeck-Wallace Circus of Peru, Indiana, was one of the most popular in the United States, second only to Ringling Brothers. By crating up equipment, performers, and animals into boxcars, the circus was able to use the railroad to travel the country, bringing happiness and joy wherever it went. Sadly, those very rails caused the worst circus train wreck in U.S. history.

  In the early morning hours of June 22, 1918, a train with everything needed to move the entire circus, including fourteen flatcars, seven stock cars to house the animals, and four sleeper cars, was barreling across Indiana toward the town of Hammond, where the circus was scheduled to give a performance in the coming days. As the train passed through the town of Ivanhoe, conductor R. W. Johnson thought he smelled smoke. Believing the train was overheating, he ordered the engineer to stop. Once the train had come to a complete halt at a crossing known as Ivanhoe Interlocking, per standard operating procedures, Johnson dispatched a flagman to the rear of the train to keep an eye on things while he checked for the source of the smoke.

  As Johnson inspected the train, he was unaware that miles down the track disaster was heading his way in the form of Engine Number 8485. Operated by engineer Alonzo K. Sargent, this empty Michigan Central Railroad troop train had left Kalamazoo, Michigan, and was now pulling twenty empty Pullman cars to Chicago. To make matters worse, Sargent would later testify that he had taken several “kidney pills” earlier in the evening that made him drowsy. In truth, Sargent was falling asleep at the controls as the train rolled on at speeds upwards of thirty-five miles per hour. Sargent claimed he never saw any warning signs or even a flagman and he didn’t know anything was wrong until almost the moment of impact.

  The flagman who had been stationed at the back of the circus train stated that he tried in vain to get the oncoming engine to slow down. At a few minutes past 4:00 A.M., the flagman watched helplessly as the troop train slammed into the back of the circus train. Upon impact, several of the circus cars burst into flame. The flames immediately began to spread through the cars, no doubt fueled by the many kerosene lanterns inside the train. Of course, the fact that all of the cars were made of wood didn’t help matters either. Before long, the entire circus train was fully engulfed, swallowing up both man and beast. Those who were able to escape the blaze tried valiantly to save those who were still trapped inside. But since they were still more than five miles away from the nearest town, Hammond, there was little they could do but watch the train burn and try to cover their ears to block out the horrible cries of humans and animals being burned alive.

  When the flames were finally extinguished around 8:00 A.M., the overwhelming task of trying to identify the dead and help the injured began. One look at the scene was all officials needed to know that they had their work cut out for them. Many of the bodies were burned beyond recognition, and in some cases, a single limb was all that remained of an individual. Still others completely burned away, essentially vanishing from the crash scene. Of the estimated 300 passengers on the train at the time of the collision, 86 were killed and more than 120 others were injured. That does not include the animals, many of which also perished.

  Five days after the crash, the remains of between 56 and 61 individuals were taken to Showman’s Rest, a 750-acre section of Wood-lawn Cemetery in Forest Park, Illinois, and laid to rest. Guarded by five elephant statues, the grave markers there are a stark reminder of the horrible accident. Many of the stones simply read “unknown male” or “unknown female.”

  So is it any wonder that such a tragic disaster would somehow leave behind a psychic imprint? That’s what they say happened as a result of the Hagenbeck-Wallace Circus train wreck. Although it happened almost one hundred years ago, people visiting the site of the crash say they are overcome with a sense of sadness, while others report hearing the sounds of crying and sobbing. And those night owls who have staged an early-morning vigil on the anniversary of the accident claim to have entered some sort of weird time warp where the accident plays itself out in front of them, complete with disembodied screams, the smell of smoke, and even the cries of panicked animals.

  Win One for the Gipper … and His Ghost, Too!

  He is arguably one of the greatest football players to ever play for the Fighting Irish of Notre Dame. His dying words were turned into a motivational speech and were later used as a slogan for a political campaign. With such an illustrious career, is it any wonder that even the ghost of George Gipp is famous?

  Born on February 18, 1895, in Laurium, Michigan, George Gipp excelled at sports from an early age. Once accepted at Notre Dame, Gipp originally intended to play for the university’s baseball team. Legendary football coach Knute Rockne, however, had other plans for Gipp. Upon seeing him idly tossing a football around, Rockne managed to convince Gipp to play football for him.

  Clearly, Rockne saw something in Gipp that no one else did. Despite the fact that Gipp had no experience playing organized football, he quickly excelled at all aspects of the game. Although he was primarily a halfback, he set several records on both offense and defense in the years he played for the Fighting Irish from 1917 to 1920. Gipp is, in fact, still Notre Dame’s all-time leader in several categories, including total offense per game.

  In December 1920, Gipp came down with pneumonia and was admitted to the hospital. Despite valiant efforts by doctors, his condition worsened to the point that it was clear he would never leave the hospital. Several days later, according to legend, Rockne came to visit Gipp in the hospital. It was during this visit that Gipp is alleged to have uttered the following immortal words: “I’ve got to go, Rock. It’s all right. I’m not afraid. Some time, Rock, when the team is up against it, when things are wrong and the breaks are beating the boys, ask them to go in there with all they’ve got and win just one for the Gipper.”

  George Gipp passed away several days later on December 14, 1920. He was only twenty-five years old. Rockne kept the words to Gipp’s famous last speech under wraps until November 12, 1928, at Yankee Stadium. It was during halftime, with Notre Dame losing to Army, that Rockne delivered Gipp’s words to the team. So inspired was the team that they came back to beat Army 12-6, with Irish player Jack Chevigny reportedly shouting “there’s one for the Gipper” as he scored the winning touchdown. Ever since then, the phrase “win just one for the Gipper” has been used to rally people to overcome insurmountable odds.

  The speech would also figure prominently in the 1940 movie Knute Rockne, All American, with Ronald Reagan playing the role of George Gipp. Reagan would come to be nicknamed “the Gipper” for the rest of his life, going so far as to incorporate parts of Gipp’s famous speech into his successful presidential campaign.

  Having lived such a successful and fabled life, Gipp might choose to return to literally dozens of places. Washington Hall, Notre Dame’s campus theater, probably wouldn’t be on that list, though. And yet, that’s where his ghost is said to appear. There is a long-standing rumor concerning Washington Hall and just how Gipp came down with his fatal pneumonia. As the story goes, Gipp would sometimes stay out after curfew, often returning to find his dorm room locked up for the night. Rather than risk getting caught trying to sneak back in the dorm, Gipp would head over to Washington Hall because the doors were almost always left unlocked all night. He would then go inside and sleep in the theater. On a fateful night in December 1920, according to legend, Gipp returned to campus to find himself locked out of the dorm. Unfortunately, Washington Hall was also locked up that night, forcing Gipp to sleep on the steps of the building. This, they say, is how Gipp contracted pneumonia.
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