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Introduction

Many have wondered what makes a state like Illinois so haunted. If pressed to pick a single thing most responsible for the ghosts that apparently dwell here, it would be the history of the state itself. Hauntings are believed to be created from violence and bloodshed. And from the beginning, the Prairie State was a place where death thrived and mysteries became commonplace.

The land that became Illinois was once a rolling sea of prairie grass, steeped in legend and lore. It was a rich land, coveted by the settlers and frontiersmen who came west from the American colonies. Its recorded history began with the French explorers in 1673, but humans had already walked here for centuries. The explorers found strange mounds, altars, burial sites, and what appeared to be the ruins of towns and villages. It seemed that a lost civilization had once prospered along the Mississippi River. Who these mysterious dwellers were remains a mystery. They have been called the Mound Builders, thanks to the monuments of earth they left behind, but the people so utterly disappeared that their true identity likely will never be known. They left only silent graves and many unsolved mysteries in their wake.

The French settled in the southwestern regions, along the Mississippi, and in the north, along the soaring bluffs of the Illinois River. They left their own ghostly stories behind after they were replaced by the Americans in the 1700s. This began a time of lawlessness and lack of order in the region. The British overthrew the French occupation and then the British were kicked out of the territory by the new American rule in what were once the eastern colonies. Under the control of the United States, the region was first a part of Virginia, then was included in the Indiana territory, finally becoming the Illinois Territory in 1809. By this time, government had come to the region, and with it came the settlers.

In 1812, war broke out once again with the British, and Illinois became an integral part of the fighting. Along the East Coast and the Canadian border, the American forces fought against the British invasion. Illinois, being the far western frontier, was left out of this part of the war, but the state was torn apart by terrible massacres and battles with the Brits’ Indian allies, who created more havoc and committed more horrific murders than the British had ever dreamed. Shortly after the outbreak of the war, the infamous Fort Dearborn Massacre took place at the site of present-day Chicago. This terrifying incident took the lives of numerous settlers, including many women and children. Other massacres took place along the frontier, leading to the creation of a militia and a number of bloody battles with the Native American population.

After the war, a strong movement began to bring settlers to the region and move the Native Americans out. Not surprisingly, after the hostilities that had taken place during the war, the white men were rarely honest when it came to business dealings with the Indians, and large portions of land were purchased for small amounts of money. In many cases, the Indians were just driven out altogether. Although the last treaty relocating the Indians was not signed until the 1830s, the federal government already controlled most of Illinois by 1818, when it was decided to make the territory into a state.

From the first days of statehood, passion and tragedy ruled Illinois. In the years to come, the prairie created legends like Abraham Lincoln and tangled with the cruelty of slavery. It turned ordinary men like Ulysses S. Grant into heroes and men like Elijah P. Lovejoy into martyrs. Illinois built one of the greatest cities in the nation and sent men to die in the Civil War. The state rioted, burned, became famous for violence and excess, and continued to grow and thrive in more ways than the early settlers ever could have imagined.

This book explores the Prairie State’s paranormal side and serves as a guide to its haunted places.


Southern Illinois




Southern Illinois, or “Little Egypt,” as it is often called, is a place like no other. Once you leave the central part of Illinois and drive south, it’s as though you have entered another state altogether, or perhaps even another world. The region’s scenery and landscape become as varied as its inhabitants, with vast acres of forest, caves, swamps, and even the edge of the Ozark Mountains. The people here embody the culture of the region, with strange tales, a rich folklore, and southern drawls that you can rarely find outside of the Deep South.

Below the surface, another place lurks, hidden in the dark forests and forgotten among the bluffs and secret hollows. It’s here where the memories of the region’s violent history still linger and ghosts and “boogers” dwell. The history of Southern Illinois is as rich, colorful, and turbulent as the landscape. Not surprisingly, the region lends itself to ghost stories and haunts, many of which have become quite well known over the years. Nearly all of them have taken shape from the bloody history of the region.

Where did the nickname Little Egypt come from? The section of Illinois located in the southern tip of the state has long been known as Egypt, and several of the towns here bear names associated with the ancient world: Boaz, Karnak, Carmi, Thebes, Lebanon, Herod, and Cairo, although here it is pronounced “CAY-ROE.” Some say this is how the region gained the nickname, but the real roots are thought to be found farther back in Illinois history.

Tradition has it that the people of the prairie region in Central Illinois gave Southern Illinois its nickname when they were forced to travel here for grain after a series of droughts and the terrible winter of 1830, which destroyed their supplies. The settlers in the wagon trains were compared to the ancient Israelites in the Bible, who had to travel to Egypt to buy their grain. The name may have come into use before that, but nevertheless, this anecdote probably helped it become a permanent name.

The region known as Egypt lies just south of a line that extends from the Alton–East St. Louis area to near Robinson on the eastern side of the state. At this point, the prairie of the north begins to give way to rolling hills that eventually become the foothills of the Ozarks. Agriculture has long been the main industry here, thanks to the mild weather, but rich coal deposits once made it one of the chief mining regions in America.

The first people in Southern Illinois were the ancient Native Americans, who built mysterious mounds and stone forts, but the French were the first white settlers here. They came in the early 1700s and established settlements at Kaskaskia and Prairie du Rocher, along the Mississippi River.

In the early 1800s, American settlers began traveling down the Ohio River to reach the western territories. As they did so, many of them created settlements along the waterway, such as Shawneetown, Golconda, and Elizabethtown. From this land along the river comes one of the bloodiest legends of Southern Illinois.


Ghosts of Cave-in-Rock

In the rough and unsettled lands of the western territories, outlaws and pirates soon emerged to prey on the travelers who journeyed down the Ohio River. Many of them established hideouts and settlements along the riverbanks. Perhaps the most famous of these locations was a place called Cave-in-Rock, in the southeastern corner of the state. The cave became the stronghold for pirates who plundered flatboats on the river and murdered and robbed travelers. Around 1800, thieves also began operating a tavern and gambling parlor in the cave, using whiskey, cards, and prostitutes to lure travelers in off the river. Many of these customers found themselves beaten and robbed, and sometimes murdered, after tying up at the crude wharf.

Cave-in-Rock, located close to the town of the same name, was a perfect place for criminal enterprises along the river. At that time, it boasted a partially concealed entrance and a wide view up and down the river. The cave is about a hundred feet deep, with a level floor and a vertical chimney that ascends to the bluff above.

In those early days, many settlers used the Ohio River to begin their travels to the West. It was a simple way to move wagons, people, and goods and eat up huge chunks of the westward trail, but travel by river was anything but serene. The river was filled with hazards like floating logs, known as “sleepers” or “sawyers,” that were embedded in the river bottom. If a flatboat hit one of these obstacles, it took hours to repair the damage. River travelers could also encounter unexpected currents, eddies, floods, or even storms that could easily sink a boat.

But these natural hazards were nothing compared with what lurked in the dark corners of Cave-in-Rock. From this vantage point, the pirates could see for many miles up the Ohio River. This unusual formation often called to weary travelers like a beacon, especially when they learned that food, drinks, and rest awaited them inside. In 1800, a man named Wilson brought his family to live in the cave, and he turned it into a dwelling and tavern. He erected a sign along the water’s edge that read “Wilson’s Liquor Vault & House of Entertainment,” and the novelty attracted both river travelers and those who journeyed by land. It soon became a rough spot, famed for its hard cider, whiskey, and women of ill repute.


A band of robbers formed by Wilson became the first pirates to operate on this stretch of the river. They killed whole crews of boats that docked at the cave on their way to New Orleans and stole and sold their cargo. After many months of robberies, the tavern became known from Pittsburgh to New Orleans, and public indignation finally forced the authorities to act. Many of the pirates were arrested, but others were killed or fled the region. Wilson was murdered at the hands of his own men when they learned of the huge reward that had been placed on his head. There is, as they say, no honor among thieves. After Wilson’s death, more than sixty bodies of luckless travelers were discovered hidden away in an upper room of the cave.

As years passed, river pirates continued to operate from the cave and eventually came under the leadership of a man named James Ford, a seemingly respectable businessman and ferry boat operator. Ford managed to keep his criminal enterprises secret while he amassed great wealth killing settlers and travelers who came to the river landing near Cave-in-Rock. The pirates stripped and burned wagons and slaughtered travelers and buried them in the woods. No one was ever left alive to identify the outlaws later.

Ford was eventually killed by a vigilante group at the home of a local widow named Simpson. He had gone there for dinner and to provide comfort to the woman, who betrayed him to the vigilantes. He was eating his food at the table, and the woman brought him a candle and asked that he read a letter aloud for her. The candle was a signal, and men waiting outside opened fire, aiming between the logs of the cabin. Ford died with seventeen bullets in his body.

For years after his death, the slaves told stories about how Jim Ford had died and “landed in hell headfirst.” At his funeral, attended only by his widow, a few family members and neighbors, and some slaves, a terrible thunderstorm came up. Just as Ford’s coffin was being lowered into the ground, lightning flashed and a deafening clap of thunder filled the air, causing one of the slaves to lose his grip on the rope holding the coffin. The box dropped into the grave headfirst and wedged there at a strange angle. The heavy rain that began to fall made it impossible to move the casket, so it was covered over the way that it had fallen. This left Ford to spend eternity standing on his head.

Ford’s death did not bring an end to the thievery at Cave-in-Rock, but by the late 1830s, most of the outlaws, pirates, and counterfeiters were driven away, and the bloody past of the place began to fade with time. As years passed, the cave became more of a recreation area than a den of thieves, and it remains a natural attraction in Southern Illinois today.

The legends have never died completely, though, and many still remember the area’s blood-soaked past. It’s no surprise that travelers on the river often claimed to hear the keening moans of ghosts echoing from the mouth of the cave. This is a place where history has certainly left its mark, proving that in some cases, truth really is stranger than fiction.

Horrors of the Old Slave House

High on a windswept rise in Southern Illinois is one of the state’s most haunted spots. It is called Hickory Hill, and over the years, it has been many things, from plantation house to tourist attraction to chamber of horrors for the men and women once brought here in chains. Thanks to this dark blight on its history, Hickory Hill has long been known by its more familiar name, the Old Slave House. For decades, travelers have come from all over Illinois and beyond to see this mysterious and forbidden place. The secrets of slavery that were hidden here were given up many years ago, but there are other dark whispers about the place. These stories claim that the dead of Hickory Hill do not rest in peace.

Hickory Hill was built by a man named John Hart Crenshaw, a descendant of an old American family with ties to the founding of our country. Crenshaw has a notable spot in the history of Illinois, thanks to both his public and private deeds.

He was born in November 1797, the son of William Crenshaw, in a house on the border of North and South Carolina. His family moved west and settled in New Madrid, Missouri, only to have their home destroyed by the great earthquake of 1811. A short time later, they moved to Saline County, Illinois, and started a farm on the east side of Eagle Mountain. There was a salt well on the farm called Half Moon Lick.

Not long after settling in Illinois, William died and left his eldest son, John, to provide for his mother and six brothers and sisters. By the time he was eighteen, John was already toiling in the crude salt refinery at Half Moon Lick.

Today it is hard to understand the demand that existed for salt in times past. In those days, salt was often used as money or barter material when purchasing goods and supplies. In the early 1800s, a large salt reservation was discovered in Southern Illinois, and the land began to be leased out by the government. Individual operators rented tracts of land and hired laborers, usually poor white and black men, to work them.

In 1829, the government decided to sell off the salt lands to raise money for a new prison and other state improvements in Illinois. The individual operators were given the opportunity to purchase their holdings, and one man who did so was John Hart Crenshaw. He made a number of such purchases over the years and eventually owned several thousand acres of land. At that time, he also owned a sawmill and three salt furnaces for processing.

Eventually, Crenshaw became an important man in Southern Illinois. He had developed wide-reaching business interests that allowed him to amass quite a fortune. In fact, at one point he made so much money that he paid one-seventh of all of the taxes collected in the state. Despite all these accomplishments, Crenshaw is best remembered today for Hickory Hill and his ties to Illinois slavery, kidnapping, and illegal trafficking in slaves—all in a state where slavery was not technically allowed by law. There were exceptions, however, and one exception allowed for slaves to be leased for one-year terms in the salt lands of Gallatin, Hardin, and Saline Counties.

Workers were always needed for the salt mines. The work was backbreaking, hot, and brutal, and it attracted only the most desperate workers. Because of this, slavery became essential to the success of the salt operations.

In fact, it became so essential that salt mine operators like Crenshaw were not averse to kidnapping free blacks and runaway slaves and pressing them into service. They also sold many African Americans into slavery. Night riders of the 1830s and 1840s were always on the lookout for escaped slaves, and they posted men along the Ohio River at night. Runaway slaves were captured and could be ransomed back to their masters or returned for a reward. They also kidnapped free men and their children and sold them in the South. The night riders created a “reverse Underground Railroad,” where slaves were spirited away to the southern plantations instead of to the northern cities and freedom.

Local tradition has it that John Hart Crenshaw, who leased slaves to work in the salt mines, kept a number of night riders in his employ to watch for escaped slaves. He used this as a profitable sideline to his legitimate businesses.


Crenshaw was seen as a respected businessman and a pillar of the church and community. No one had any idea that he was holding illegal slaves or that he was suspected of kidnapping black families and selling them into slavery. They would have been even more surprised to learn that the slaves were being held captive in the barred chambers of the third-floor attic of Hickory Hill.

Crenshaw contracted an architect to begin on the house in 1833, but Hickory Hill was not completed until a number of years later. It stands on a high hill, overlooking the Saline River. The structure was built in the Classic Greek style of the time period and is three stories tall. Huge columns, cut from the hearts of individual pine trees, span the front of the house and support wide verandas. On the porch is a main entrance door, and above it, on the upper veranda, is another door that opens onto the balcony. From here, Crenshaw could look out over his vast holdings. He furnished the interior of the house with original artwork and designs that had been imported from Europe. There were thirteen rooms on the first and second floors, each heated with a separate fireplace.

The house was certainly grand, but the most unusual additions to the place were not easily seen. Legend has it that there was once a tunnel that connected the basement to the Saline River, where slaves could be loaded and unloaded at night. In addition, another passageway, large enough to contain a wagon, was built into the rear of the house. It allowed the vehicles to actually enter the house and, according to the stories, let slaves be unloaded where they could not be seen from the outside. The back of the house is still marked by this carriage entrance today.

Located on the third floor of Hickory Hill are the infamous confines of the attic, proof that Crenshaw had something unusual in mind when he contracted the house to be built. The attic can still be reached today by a flight of narrow, well-worn stairs. They exit into a wide hallway, with about a dozen cell-like rooms with barred windows and flat, wooden bunks facing the corridor. Originally the cells were even smaller, and there were more of them, but some were removed in the past. One can only imagine how small and cramped they must have been, because even an average-size visitor to the attic can scarcely turn around in the ones that remain. The corridor between the cells extends from one end of the room to the other. Windows at the ends provided the only ventilation, and during the summer months, the heat in the attic was unbearable. The windows also provided the only source of light. The slaves spent their time secured in these cells, chained to heavy metal rings. Scars remain on the wooden walls and floors today, and chains and heavy balls are still kept on display.

After Crenshaw was indicted for kidnapping a free black woman and her children in 1842, rumors began to spread about his questionable business activities. One of his sawmills was burned down, and over the course of the next few years, his business holdings began to decline. He faced several civil court actions against him, and salt deposits were discovered in both Virginia and Ohio that proved to be more profitable than those in Southern Illinois. To make matters worse for Crenshaw, he was attacked by one of his slaves, resulting in the loss of one leg. The stories maintain that he was beating a woman in his fields one day when an angry slave picked up an ax and severed Crenshaw’s leg with it. After that, most of the slaves were sold off, and his operations dwindled with the end of the salt mining.

During the Civil War, Crenshaw sold Hickory Hill and moved to a new farmhouse closer to Equality. He continued farming but also diversified into lumber, railroads, and banks. He died on December 4, 1871, and was buried in Hickory Hill Cemetery, a lonely piece of ground just northeast of his former home.

Whether John Hart Crenshaw rests in peace is unknown, but according to the tales of Little Egypt, many of his former captives most certainly do not. It is said that people have heard mysterious voices in the attic, moaning or singing spirituals. And those accounts are just the beginning.

In 1906, Hickory Hill was purchased by the Sisk family from a descendant of John Hart Crenshaw. It was already a notorious place in the local area, but it soon became even more widely known.

To locals, the house was known more as the Old Slave House than Hickory Hill, thanks to the stories surrounding the place. In the 1920s, the Sisks began to have visitors from outside the area. They would come to the door at just about any hour and request a tour of the place, having heard about it from a local waitress or gas station attendant as they were passing through. The Old Slave House, thanks to a savvy advertising campaign, became a destination point for many travelers and tourists who were so numerous that the owners began charging admission in 1930. For just a dime, or a nickel if you were a child, you could tour the place where “Slavery Existed in Illinois,” as the road signs put it.

Shortly after the house became a tourist attraction, visitors began reporting strange phenomena. They complained of odd noises in the attic, especially sounds like cries, whimpers, and the rattling of chains. A number of people told of uncomfortable feelings in the slave quarters, like sensations of intense fear, sadness, and being watched. They also felt cold chills, touches from invisible hands, and unseen figures brushing by them.

The rumored hauntings had little effect on the tourist traffic. If anything, the stories brought more people to the house. Other legends soon began to be attached to Hickory Hill. The most famous is that no one could spend an entire night in the attic. This story got started because of an incident involving a ghost chaser from Benton named Hickman Whittington, who planned to put the ghosts of the house to rest.

Years passed, and despite many attempts, no one managed to spend an entire night in the attic of the Old Slave House. Thrill seekers had a habit of running from the house long before daybreak. Eventually the practice was ended because an overturned lantern started a small fire one night. After that, George Sisk turned down requests for late-night ghost hunting.

He relented on only one occasion. In 1978, Sisk allowed a reporter from Harrisburg named David Rodgers to spend the night in the attic as a Halloween stunt for a local television station. The reporter managed to beat out nearly 150 previous challengers and became the first person in more than a century to spend the night in the slave quarters. Rodgers later admitted that he was queasy going into the house, and he said that his experience in the attic was anything but mundane. He heard many sounds that he could not identify, and he later discovered that his recorder picked up voices that he had not heard.

Visitors and curiosity seekers have continued to tell stories over the years, and the Old Slave House has been a frequent stopping place for ghost hunters, psychic investigators, and supernatural enthusiasts. In 1996, the Old Slave House was closed down because of the declining health of Mr. and Mrs. Sisk. Although it looked as though the house might never reopen, it finally was purchased by the state of Illinois a few years later. Plans are in the works to open the house again in the future as a state historic site. What will become of the ghosts, or at least the ghost stories, is unknown. It seems that legends and lore often don’t fare well at official state locations.

Regardless, if you should get the chance, mark Hickory Hill as a historic and haunted place to visit. If you climb those stairs to the attic, you may feel your stomach drop just a little, and you might even be overwhelmed by sadness. Is it your imagination, or does the tragedy of the house still make itself felt here? I can’t say for sure, but you will likely find yourself speaking softly in the gloomy, third-floor corridor as your voice lowers in deference to the nameless people who once suffered here.

The Lonely Spirit of the Devil’s Bake Oven

The small town of Grand Tower slumbers peacefully along the muddy banks of the Mississippi River. It was once a booming ironworks town, but little remains of it today. Regardless, Grand Tower has been a Southern Illinois landmark for years, thanks to the legend of the Devil’s Bake Oven.

Along the river, this menacing collection of rocks brought death to many travelers. The Native Americans were convinced that evil spirits lurked here, waiting to claim the lives of unwitting victims. The white men who settled the area later acknowledged these beliefs by giving the towering rocks a suitable name. One landmark, a rocky ridge about half a mile long, is called the Devil’s Backbone. At the north edge of the Backbone, there is a steep gap and then the Devil’s Bake Oven, a larger rock that stands on the edge of the river and rises to nearly 100 feet.

During the steamboat days, the Backbone served as a landmark for river pilots. The two outcroppings of rocks were used as a hiding place for river pirates for years. In 1803, the pirate raids became so bad that a detachment of U.S. cavalrymen was dispatched to drive the outlaws from the area.

The years passed and the town of Grand Tower began to grow. It became a busy river port where goods were shipped and received daily. On the west side of the Devil’s Backbone, between the rock formation and the river, is the site of two vanished iron furnaces that operated there until around 1870. Iron ore was brought to these furnaces from Missouri and fired with coal from Murphysboro. It is said that Andrew Carnegie once considered making Grand Tower the “Pittsburgh of the West.”

The population soon expanded, and a limekiln was started in Grand Tower, along with a box factory and shipyard. A number of river barges and steamers were constructed here. New businesses came to the area, and even an amusement park was opened on Walker’s Hill, just east of town. As time marched on, the city seemed poised to become a major population center, but a cholera epidemic swept through the area and wiped out most of the residents. Within a short time, the coming of the railroads and the decline in river traffic drove away most of the rest. Grand Tower was once a town of more than 4,000 souls, but only a fraction of those still remain. One local even said to me that the graveyards hold more bodies than the town can boast as residents these days.

It was the expansion of the iron industry in Grand Tower that brought about the great legend that still haunts the town today. The Devil’s Bake Oven also played a major part in the story; besides serving as a river landmark for years, it became the site of Grand Tower’s first ironworks. When the new industry came, several attractive homes were built for the officials of the company, including one built for the superintendent. This house was constructed on top of the Devil’s Bake Oven. The foundation of the old house can still be seen on the eastern side of the hill today, and it is here where a lonely ghost is said to walk. It has been reported that her voice is sometimes heard among the ruins of the old house, a once happy place that became one of tragedy and despair.

According to the old story, the ghost is that of the superintendent’s young daughter, who was very beautiful but sheltered and naive about life. Her doting father kept her away from the rough men of the foundry, and although she had a number of suitors seeking her hand in marriage, he accepted none of them. Finally, one day, the girl fell in love with one of the young men who came to court her. Her father did not approve and forbade his daughter to see the young man. After she slipped away to meet the young man a few times in the night, her father confined her to the house for a long period of time.

The young man was persuaded to move on from Grand Tower. The girl’s father sent some of his largest workers to threaten the man, and money offered by the superintendent sealed the deal. After he departed, the young girl wept over him for days and weeks. At last, because of either grief or some illness brought on by her despair, the young woman died. But apparently she did not leave the Devil’s Bake Oven.

The spirit of the young girl is said to have lingered at the site of the house. For many years after her death, visitors to the area reported seeing a strange, mistlike shape that resembled the dead girl walking along the pathway and then vanishing among the rocks near the old house. They often heard moans and wails after her disappearance, and when thunderstorms swept across the region, those moans and wails became bloodcurdling screams.

How long the girl haunted the place, and whether she still does, is unknown. Some believe that her spirit, seeking vengeance for her lost life and love, was the cause of the ruin of Grand Tower. It was after her death that the foundries and businesses failed, an epidemic swept through the region, and the residents of the once thriving town vanished. Legend has it that not long after the girl’s death, her guilt-ridden father committed suicide, unable to cope with what he had done. When the foundry closed down soon after, his once fine home was razed, and its timbers were used to build a railway station. Only its stone foundations remain.

Does the ghost still haunt the Devil’s Bake Oven today? If she does, she probably finds the area unfamiliar to her now. The stone landmarks are still there, but the land around them is greatly changed. The town of Grand Tower has faded into a scattering of houses, and there is little to remind us of the rich history of this small area.

And little to remind us of the young girl who once died here of a broken heart and whose spirit refuses to rest in peace.

The Ghost of Elizabeth Reed

There likely are incidents in the history of any region that the residents would just as soon forget. Among these incidents were the public hangings of yesterday—and when tragedy was mixed in with the death, the stories and impressions left behind from such incidents did not quickly fade away. On May 23, 1845, Elizabeth “Betsy” Reed earned an infamous place in Illinois history as the first, and last, woman hanged in the state, in a grove of trees at the edge of what is now Lawrenceville.

The story of the strange events surrounding Betsy’s death began in the summer of 1844, in a place called Purgatory Swamp. This was a rural, backwoods area at the time that Betsy and her husband, Leonard, lived there. They resided in a log cabin about eight miles south of Palestine and half a mile north of Heathsville. The old cabin has been gone for many years, and Purgatory Swamp is long forgotten, but in 1844, nearly everyone in Illinois knew just where it was.


During the hot days of that summer, Leonard Reed became ill. A neighbor girl, Eveline Deal, was called to the cabin to help care for him. She later testified that she was present when a doctor came to call on the sick man. After a brief examination, the doctor announced that Leonard was too sick to survive. After the doctor had left the cabin, Eveline claimed that she saw Betsy pour some sort of white powder into her husband’s sassafras tea. Betsy told the young girl that it was medicine. Before the doctor returned the following day, August 15, Leonard Reed was dead.
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