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  To my friend Jenifer Roberts, who introduced me to West Virginia’s ghostly side.




  To my children, who are always my inspiration— including Jenna, who has become part of our family.




  And to all of those who have had paranormal experiences and shared their tales with others.
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INTRODUCTION





  At the beginning of the twenty-first century, about half of all Americans believe in ghosts. Ghosts are thought to haunt for many reasons. They may be reliving important past moments, righting wrongs, or fulfilling promises. It often seems that a great passion, love, or turmoil drives the dead to reach back into this world to influence the living.




  West Virginia was birthed by the passions that churned during the Civil War. The people of Virginia split over the issue of seceding from the United States at the beginning of the war. The people of the western part of Virginia were patriotic and chose to leave their mother state rather than abandon the great experiment of liberty that was the United States. But that decision also caused great turmoil for the people of the land now called West Virginia.




  As a historian, I have come to realize that a region’s ghost stories represent the history of a people and reflect their culture, beliefs, and hopes. I have been honored to get to know the people of West Virginia so well and am impressed by their bravery, endurance, and hard work. The people of the Mountain State are proud, independent, and tough, and their stories are as diverse and colorful as they are.




  Some of the stories in this book are oft told because they are an enduring part of the fabric of the people of West Virginia. Others have never been told publicly before. I hope you enjoy reading the unusual tales of hauntings and other mysterious phenomena set in this rugged state.
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THE HEADLESS MAN OF FAYETTE COUNTY





  When the railroads arrived in the area, they changed more than the topography. People found the flat, level railroad beds easy to walk. The railroads were the most direct route between towns, and because of the convenience, people often ignored the danger of walking along the tracks. As they walked along, they frequently met others traveling the same route, and they would pass a pleasant hour or two until they reached their destination.




  From time to time there were tragic accidents. On occasion, a traveler made a grisly discovery, finding a decapitated body or one that was cut in half. Train engineers often didn’t realize they had struck someone and did not stop. Many stories are told of railroad tracks where pedestrians or railroad workers haunt the scene of their death.




  People walking along the tracks between the towns of Pax and Weirwood in Fayette County have reported seeing bright lights dancing erratically in the distance ahead of them. Somehow the lights manage to keep the same distance between them and whoever is watching them, no matter how hard people try to catch up to them.




  When people reach the bridge between Pax and Weirwood, they see the lights suddenly come together to form the glowing image of a headless man. Horrified, they watch as the figure stumbles along toward the bridge. Suddenly the man is gone, and the poor witnesses look around in terror, realizing they are all alone on the deserted railroad tracks after just having witnessed the apparition of a headless man. As they glance around, they realize that the headless man has somehow gotten behind them.




  The headless man stumbles toward them, and they are forced to step onto the bridge to avoid being touched by the repellent figure. As the witnesses watch, the phantom plunges off the bridge into the water. Only later do these people learn that their experience is not unique. They have encountered the ghost lights of Fayette County.




  As local legend has it, a man was walking along the tracks when he was taken by surprise by a train running quickly toward him. The man either stumbled or tried to lie down on the track, but he wound up being beheaded. His body plunged into the river below the railroad bridge, and his head was never found. It is said that on occasion the man returns to search for his head. He relives the last few seconds of his life, but he never finds his head. Until he does, the headless man will never rest.




  
THE MEAN–SPIRITED SPIRIT





  “Come to America, young man, the streets are paved with gold,” or so people said in Europe in the 1920s. Europe was experiencing an economic depression, and people all over the continent were suffering. Europeans heard from relatives and friends who had gone before them that across the ocean lay a land of riches and opportunity, and many thought about making the journey to America in search of a better life. Mr. Jachimowicz was one of them. He decided that he and his family would make the journey from Poland so that his five children could grow up in the land of opportunity. They poured every cent they had into the journey.




  Unfortunately, the Jachimowicz family did not find a rich, new life in America. Though Mr. Jachimowicz had been a respected scholar and teacher in Poland, his education was not recognized in America, and he could not teach. Instead, he was forced to take a job in the dangerous coal mines of Fayette County, West Virginia, in order to feed his family. The mine owners had company housing on Wingrove Hill for mine families, and the Jachimowiczes moved into one of those little houses.




  Soon the family across the street came over to introduce themselves. The Dudas were also immigrants who had come to work in the coal mines, and their children were similar in age to the Jachimowicz youngsters. It was not long until the two families were very close. They visited back and forth, and Mrs. Jachimowicz and Mrs. Duda became friends.




  One day Mrs. Duda confided that her family had a secret: They were living in a haunted house, and the spirit there was a mean prankster who did terrible things. She told Mrs. Jachimowicz stories of events in the house, telling her the spirit could speak out loud for anyone to hear and that he mocked them, threw things at them, and made life miserable.




  Mrs. Jachimowicz believed that ghosts were possible, but she did not have any direct experience in dealing with them. Still, Mrs. Duda was her friend, and she was determined to support her.




  One day Mrs. Jachimowicz’s sister was visiting, when there was a frantic pounding at the door. Mrs. Jachimowicz hurried to open it, to see a very distraught Mrs. Duda. The poor woman was terrified. She insisted that the ghost was sewing spectral cloth on her treadle sewing machine and begged the two women to accompany her back to her house.




  The three women rushed to the Duda house, and the sisters were shocked to see the sewing machine pumping away without anyone visible working it. On it was a white sheer cloth that was gauzy, almost misty in nature. As the women watched, the cloth was suddenly pulled out from under the needle and whisked up into the air, where it promptly disappeared. The treadle on the sewing machine slowed down and then drew to a halt. Who or what had used the treadle machine would forever remain a mystery.




  On another occasion, Mrs. Duda asked Mrs. Jachimowicz to help her change a light bulb in the downstairs closet under the stairs, as she was too short to reach the bulb. Mrs. Jachimowicz was a good bit taller and was glad to help her friend out. She stepped into the closet and reached up to unscrew the burned-out bulb, when the closet door suddenly slammed shut. Shocked and more than a bit unnerved by the turn of events, Mrs. Jachimowicz grasped the door handle and twisted. Nothing happened. She shouldered into the door, but again it held. She pounded on the door and called out for help. Outside the closet, she could hear Mrs. Duda as she desperately tried to get in to help her friend. Mrs. Jachimowicz tried to calm down. The door was simply locked, she thought. She needed to calm down her friend and find out how to unlock it.




  “The door’s locked,” she called out. “How do we unlock it?” She was trying to be rational, but being locked in a closet in a haunted house did not make that easy.




  “It can’t be locked,” Mrs. Duda said. “It doesn’t have a lock.”




  Mrs. Jachimowicz felt around the doorknob and realized that her friend was right.




  Despite their best efforts, the door would not budge. Hours passed, and Mrs. Jachimowicz was increasingly hot, tired, and frightened. She knew she’d have to wait until her husband came home to get help. Somehow he would get her out of the closet. But suddenly the door swung itself open, to the relief of both women. As Mrs. Jachimowicz scurried from the closet, the “burned-out” light bulb winked on. Both women were left to wonder whether the ghost had set a trap to amuse himself by frightening someone.




  Early one morning, Mr. Duda asked his neighbor for help lifting a heavy cast-iron cookstove from the backyard into the kitchen and hooking it up. Mr. Jachimowicz was happy to help his neighbor, but lifting the cookstove would be quite a job for two men. Furthermore, he was curious about why Mr. Duda would be hooking up a cookstove so early in the morning, when they both had to get to work.




  Mr. Duda confided that he had not bought a new stove, but had to rehook his old one. The night before, he and family had been sitting at the kitchen table before dinner, waiting for biscuits in the oven to finish. The biscuits only had a couple minutes to go, so they began to fill their plates. Suddenly the door of the oven slammed open, and the hot biscuits began to fling themselves out of the oven at the family. They ran so that the hot projectile biscuits would not hit them. Soon the rain of biscuits was over, and the family merely picked them up, cleaned up the mess, and began to eat supper. Bizarre occurrences were an almost daily event, and the family was no longer shocked by such foolishness as flying biscuits.




  The next morning Mrs. Duda had gotten up to start the fire in the stove and begin breakfast, when she discovered that the stove was gone. She called for her husband, and they both thought they had been robbed, until Mr. Duda chanced to see the stove sitting in the backyard in the early morning light. That was why he needed to get it hooked up before work. The ghost had unhooked it and carried it outside in the middle of the night!




  For more than a month, the Duda family withstood the pranks, the mean-spirited jokes, and the nasty ghost’s attitude, but at last an event happened that made them flee the house.




  Mrs. Duda later explained to Mrs. Jachimowicz that one night the family had been sleeping when the most terrifying event occurred. Each person had been awakened in the middle of the night by the feeling of being pinned down in bed. Then their beds were lifted and floated out of the house while they were helpless to get up. The beds were tossed unceremoniously into the front yard, where the family found themselves in a tangle of bedclothes and mattresses. That was enough. If the message was for the family to get out, then get out they would. They quickly moved.




  The Jachimowiczes were sorry to see their friends go, but they were glad the family would find some peace, and they hoped the ghost would not bother the next family to move in. They were not prepared for what was about to happen.




  While the house across the street sat empty, one night there was a pounding on the door of the Jachimowicz home. Mr. Jachimowicz answered it but found that no one was there. He shut the door just as a deep male voice began laughing. Quickly he snatched open the door again, but no one was there. Still the laughing continued. The frightened family knew immediately that the ghost of the Duda house had come calling. Apparently he was lonely and needed someone to haunt.




  For weeks, the family was treated to a display of the specter’s nasty humor. Night after night, it pounded on the door and laughed or mocked them. One night Mr. Jachimowicz opened the door in disgust and shouted, “Go back where you came from!” With that, the evil male laughter suddenly entered the house for the first time. It seemed to float over the heads of each family member in the living room while it laughed at them. After that, the spirit came and went as it pleased.




  One day Mrs. Jachimowicz tripped over her daughter Helena’s shoes while working in the kitchen. She called out in Polish, “Helena, come here!” Suddenly a voice mocked Mrs. Jachimowicz: “Helena, come here!” Mrs. Jachimowicz swung around expecting to confront Helena, whom she thought was teasing her. But then she realized that it was the spirit, and she cursed it in her native tongue. The spirit seemed to think it was funny. “Dee-dah Hockey . . .” it shouted gleefully over and over. Mrs. Jachimowicz realized that it was poking fun at the names Duda and Jachimowicz, which in English sounded like “Yockey.”




  The spirit continued to torment the family for weeks. It often made sounds like someone chopping wood outside all night long, but in the morning, there was no wood chopped and nothing was moved.




  Eventually another family moved into the former Duda house, and the spirit suddenly stopped visiting the Jachimowiczes. Time after time, folks moved into the house, only to move out a few weeks later. Some confessed that the house was haunted; others refused to say a word. Each time the house was vacant, the Jachimowicz family was subjected to the haunting until new occupants arrived.




  Eventually Mrs. Jachimowicz found out who might be haunting the house. A neighbor woman mentioned to her that an old man had hanged himself in the closet on the first floor of the house in the entry hall a few years earlier. Mrs. Jachimowicz remembered that closet well. She believed that the old man who had committed suicide was haunting the house, and that he made fun of the immigrant people because of their languages and their different ways.




  Eventually no one would live in the house, and it sat empty for a long time. In the early 1980s, the house caught fire and burned down. No one was sorry to see the old eyesore go. Yet for the descendants of the Jachimowicz family, the house and the grounds held a special significance. They had all grown up hearing the stories of the house and the strange haunting that had plagued their family.




  
THE GHOST WHO SOLVED HER OWN MURDER





  In all of American judicial history, there are only a few cases where spirits are mentioned. Of these, one account stands out, because the ghost solved her own murder, and her words were entered as testimony in a court of law.




  Miss Elva Zona Heaster married Erasmus Shue at the local Methodist church in Livesay’s Mills in November 1896. Although the bride and groom were quite happy, Zona’s mother was worried. She was not sure that she approved of her new son-in-law. The young man had come from the town of White Sulphur Springs to work in the local blacksmith’s shop. He appeared to hold down a steady job, but there were rumors about him that worried Zona’s mother. She had heard that he was a womanizer, that he gambled, and that he kept unsavory company. Even more sinister stories circulated around the town about his past, and gossips claimed that not only had Erasmus Shue been married twice before, but he had buried both of his young wives under mysterious circumstances. But to speak against the young man only would have made Zona defend him all the more, so Mrs. Heaster was left to worry silently about her daughter’s safety.




  Zona was a pretty young woman who came from a good family, and she could have married any of the young men in town, but the glib young blacksmith had swept her off her feet. She was head over heels in love with the dark-haired young man. But within weeks of marrying Erasmus Shue, she seemed to have lost her joy. Her mother watched sadly as Zona grew quiet and pale. Dark circles appeared beneath her eyes, and mysterious bruises branded her flesh. Suddenly the graceful young woman became accident prone. Strange, ugly bruises marred her pale cheeks, and often Zona winced when hugged because her ribs were bruised or broken. There was no question that Erasmus Shue was a terrible husband who beat his young bride savagely. But the more she was questioned, the more Zona lied to protect her husband. She made excuses and refused to discuss the topic of her husband’s conduct when her mother brought it up.




  Mrs. Heaster feared for her daughter’s safety. She wished she could take her child away from the brutal man whom she now had to call a son.




 

  In January 1897, less than three months after the young couple had wed, Zona fell ill. For weeks the doctor tended to Zona, but he could not diagnose her illness. Throughout it all, Erasmus was the very picture of concern. He paid the doctor, left Zona’s side only to go to work, and made a show of how worried he was about his wife. On the morning of January 22, Erasmus went to the cabin of a local African American woman known as “Aunt” Martha Jones to ask if her son Anderson could go to the house to do some chores for his wife the next day. Mrs. Jones said that Anderson could do the chores in the afternoon, but that he had promised the doctor he would help him all morning long. Shue was insistent that the twelve-year-old boy be at his house no later than early afternoon.




  When the young boy arrived at the Shue house, no one answered the door. He was aware that Zona had been ill, and he had been instructed by Erasmus Shue to go on in if no one answered the door. Young Anderson pushed open the kitchen door and entered the house. He called out for Mrs. Shue, but there was no answer. The boy walked through the house and found Mrs. Shue’s body in the dining room. She lay either unconscious or dead on the floor.




  Terrified, the young boy ran to the blacksmith shop to tell Erasmus what had happened to his wife. The physician, Dr. Knapp, was summoned, and when he got to the house, Zona’s body was lying on her bed in the master bedroom. Erasmus Shue was cradling her head and shoulders and sobbing over her. Oddly, Erasmus had placed a stiff, high collar around the dead woman’s neck and wrapped a scarf around the collar in order to hold it in place. When Dr. Knapp approached the woman to see if she were alive, Shue refused to let go of his wife. He held tenaciously to her shoulders and head, and the doctor could not get near her neck to check for vital signs. The doctor assumed that Shue was wracked by grief and did not force the issue of touching Zona’s neck, because he could not find a pulse at her wrist and believed her to be dead.




  Zona’s body was laid out to rest at her mother’s home, but her husband still would not leave her side for a moment. People remarked upon how dedicated he was and how horrible his grief must be that he would never leave the head of the coffin. Erasmus insisted on dressing Zona for the funeral himself. He also insisted that she wear a scarf wrapped around her neck, saying she had admired that fashion. No one had ever seen her wear such a fashion before, but who would argue with the grieving husband?




  



  Throughout the entire proceeding, Mrs. Heaster had her suspicions about her daughter’s death, and she voiced her opinions loudly. It was soon obvious that Erasmus and Mrs. Heaster did not like each other. The grieving woman told everyone about the beatings her daughter had taken, but Erasmus denied it vehemently. He said that Zona had fallen quite often because she was ill, and all he had ever done was to love her and try to protect her.




  The official cause of death of Zona Heaster Shue was death by natural causes, and her physician listed heart failure on the death certificate. Another local doctor also floated the idea of a mysterious hysterical pregnancy. None of this made sense to Mrs. Heaster, who had kissed a healthy young woman good-bye on her wedding day less than three months earlier.




  According to Mrs. Heaster, a bizarre event occurred that she believed was a sign from her daughter that the death had not been natural. Mrs. Heaster spoke to her son-in-law only days after the funeral and tried to return to him some sheets that he had used to cover Zona’s body, but Shue refused to take the sheets back. Mrs. Heaster decided that she would wash the sheets and lay them away to return to him later. When she washed them, she was surprised to see the water turn pink around the white sheets, and then the sheets began to take on a pink color. Suddenly the pink water turned clear again, but the sheets remained stained. Mrs. Heaster stared at the sheets and felt a sudden conviction that this was sign from her daughter that something was terribly wrong about her death. After that, Mrs. Heaster began to worry incessantly that her daughter had been murdered. She expressed her concerns to family and friends but tried to force her terrible fears aside because there was no evidence of foul play.




  Mrs. Heaster begged God to help her find the real reason for her daughter’s death. She did not believe the doctors or her son-in-law. She felt that her daughter had been murdered. She would later testify that one night she was in prayer in her bedroom when she looked up and saw her daughter standing in a corner of the room. Zona wore the dress that she had been found dead in. When her mother stood up to go to her, Zona faded away. But the next night, she returned to her mother’s bedroom and told her she had been beaten and strangled by her husband during a heated argument they had because she had not cooked meat for supper the night before. Altogether, Zona came to her mother four times before completing her terrible story.




  

  Armed with the knowledge of what had really happened to her daughter, Mrs. Heaster contacted the prosecuting attorney, John A. Preston. When Preston sat down to listen to the woman’s story, he was a skeptic, but by the time she had finished speaking, he believed her. Preston called in Dr. Knapp, who had signed Zona’s death certificate, and questioned him arduously about his findings. The doctor finally admitted that the verdict of heart failure was not accurate. Then Preston promised Mrs. Heaster that he would exhume her daughter’s body and have a proper autopsy done so that she would no longer have any questions about the cause of death.




  An exhumation order was filed, and Zona’s body was exhumed. Preston’s actions in exhuming the body of the young woman were not widely accepted. In fact, some of the staff at the cemetery refused to cooperate until they were threatened with arrest. The body was brought back to the original attending physician, who had given the wrong cause of death, and he was ordered to give Mrs. Heaster an honest answer about how her daughter had died.




  The autopsy was performed in the Nickell School House, near the Soule Methodist cemetery where Zona had been buried. The children had been sent home for the day, and kerosene lamps were lit so that Dr. Knapp could perform the autopsy. Erasmus Shue protested loudly about the autopsy and said he knew it would lead to his arrest. “But they will not be able to prove I did it,” he said. His comments indicated to the police and prosecuting attorney that he had knowledge of what they would find.




  Three hours went by before Dr. Knapp admitted that Zona Shue had been murdered by strangulation. Later a local gossip claimed that the doctor had been a friend of Shue’s and had attempted to protect his friend from murder charges. That, however, remained unproven.




  On June 30, 1897, Erasmus Shue stood trial for the murder of his wife in the city of Lewisburg. His supporters obtained the services of two prominent attorneys to defend him. By no means would it be easy to get a conviction. The original death certificate had stated heart failure as the cause of death, and that would not be easy to get around. The attorneys would argue that Zona was strangled after she had expired. They even attempted to point the finger of blame at young Anderson Jones.




  The prosecuting attorney faced an uphill battle. He did not want the ghost story to come out and instructed Mrs. Heaster to stick with the facts. He wanted her to appear sane and rational at all times. Mrs. Heaster was only to testify that she was the first to notice her son-in-law’s suspicious behavior, and that she had witnessed some oddities about her daughter’s body. She was to testify that her daughter’s head was extremely “loose,” and that Shue had placed a pillow on one side of Zona’s head in the coffin and a rolled-up piece of cloth on the other side. When asked why he had done this, Shue had given an unreasonable answer: “to make her comfortable.”




  The defense attorney, however, decided to bring up the ghost story to make Mrs. Heaster look irrational and superstitious. Unfortunately for him, it did not serve that purpose. Mrs. Heaster stuck to her story about Zona’s visitations despite the defense attorney’s rude characterizations and insinuations that she had been hallucinating. But Mrs. Heaster never changed her story. In fact, his treatment of the woman and her dogged honesty undermined the defense. He looked like a heartless bully picking on the poor grieving mother.




  Zona’s mother stated for the record that Zona had appeared in her mother’s bedroom four times. Mrs. Heaster testified that Zona told her she had been killed because her husband had been furious that she had not cooked any meat for supper the night before. Zona told her mother that he had “squeezed her neck off at the first joint.” Zona’s mother also testified that as her daughter had departed on one of her visits, she turned her entire head around at the neck as if to prove her point that her neck was indeed broken. Mrs. Heaster did not believe that she had seen the ghost of her daughter. Rather, she thought her daughter had returned in the flesh to seek justice. She testified that when she touched her daughter, she felt solid and real.




  Anderson Jones was called to testify that Shue had been insistent that the boy go to the house alone. The prosecuting attorney stated that Shue wanted to make sure someone else found the body, so he had set up the situation so that the little boy would find his dead wife.




  The defense argued that a roving vagabond might have entered the house and found the sick woman alone and killed her. They attempted to state that the motive might have been robbery. But no one had mentioned that anything had been missing from the Shue house, and neighbors were brought in to testify that no strangers were about in the neighborhood on the morning of Zona’s murder.




  During the trial, information about the supposed accidental deaths of Shue’s first two wives also became news. But his first wife, Allie Estelline Cutlip, was located alive, although until her appearance in court, she had been thought dead. She stated that she had married Shue in 1886, and they had lived in a cabin in Rock Camp Run in Pocahontas County, West Virginia. He had beaten her badly several times, so she had taken their child and left him while he was in the penitentiary for stealing a horse. She sued for divorce soon afterward and was granted one based on the violence that had been perpetrated against her.




  The second Mrs. Shue, Lucy Ann Tritt, had lived with her husband on Droop Mountain for less than eight months before she died under suspicious circumstances. Lucy was said to have fallen and struck her head on a rock, but many of those who knew her did not believe Shue, although he was never charged with any crime in connection with her death.




  Shue had exhibited strange behavior ever since Zona’s body had been discovered. He had been alternately madly happy and horribly depressed, playing the grieving husband. He was found guilty of the murder of Zona Shue and was sentenced to life in prison, where he continued his strange behavior. At one point he announced that he was done grieving for his wife, and that when he was released from jail he would find a new wife. He told inmates and the jail staff that he had always planned to marry seven times, and that since he was still a young man, he had a good chance of accomplishing it. He granted interviews to reporters and bragged that he would be released because no one could ever prove that he had hurt his wife.




  Through the years, Shue always maintained that he was an innocent man. He died in 1905 in the Moundsville Penitentiary.




  Today many people would scoff at such a tale, but Zona’s mother was not superstitious or uneducated. She was considered a pillar of her community, a good Christian woman, and someone not given to flights of fancy. Perhaps that was why she was so readily believed. The prosecuting attorney also was neither uneducated nor superstitious, yet he was swayed to believe that the spirit of the dead young woman sought justice. And then there were the twelve jurors who also believed that Mrs. Heaster was telling the truth. Erasmus Shue was convicted of the murder of his wife on purely circumstantial evidence.




  In Greenbrier County today, a historical marker commemorates the death of Zona Shue. The story of her return from the dead and the conviction of her husband for her murder are part of the history of Greenbrier County. Zona’s case remains unique in the annals of criminal law, because she was allowed to testify against her own murderer.
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