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    Introduction




    WESTERN PENNSYLVANIA’S HISTORY IS A MICROCOSM OF THE NATION’S history. The bravery, passions, and hard work that built America are exemplified in Western Pennsylvania’s past. Early settlers came to the area to begin a new life, bringing their hopes and dreams and the ability to persevere. It is little wonder that some of those folks have never left Western Pennsylvania.




    This book on hauntings and paranormal phenomena in Western Pennsylvania is separated into three sections: the Pittsburgh Region, Erie and Northwest Pennsylvania, and the Laurel Highlands. Each section has terrifying and touching tales spanning more than two hundred years. The ghostly goings-on range from the traumatized spirits of murdered young women to an elegant hotel haunted by an equally elegant spirit. So I welcome you to the strange, bizarre, and haunted world of Western Pennsylvania.


  




  

    




    Pittsburgh


    Region




    PITTSBURGH AND ITS ENVIRONS EXEMPLIFY BOTH THE COSMOPOLITAN AND the most impoverished extremes of life. The wealthy grew richer while many others toiled in poverty. The stories of this region include the tale of one of the finest hotels in the world—the Omni William Penn Hotel—and the story of Liberace, who was healed by a ghostly nun. The story of the Green Man is a unique part of the fabric of Western Pennsylvania, covering the whole region. Relax and read on, but make sure to keep the lights on.




    




    Pittsburgh Playhouse




    Ghosts and theaters seem to go together. A disproportionate number of recorded ghostly tales are set in these large performance centers. Many people scoff at the notion of a haunted theater and say that theater folk are an imaginative lot, but there are some theaters that are so haunted the stories seem undeniable. The Pittsburgh Playhouse, which has housed multiple theaters and now holds three, is such a place. Actors, patrons, maintenance workers, and other visitors have experienced numerous ghosts there through the years.




    One of the most famous ghosts from the theater is a once-famous Pittsburgh actor, John Johns. Johns performed at the theater for a decade starting in 1950 and was quickly hailed as the preeminent performer there. He favored the restaurant in the basement of the Rockwell Theater, and one night while dining he suddenly collapsed with a heart attack. Johns was carried to Dressing Room 7. He was in the room for only a few seconds before he died. Since then, performers assigned to Dressing Room 7 have reported hearing phantom footsteps walking around the room. The steps follow them as far as the doorway, where they suddenly stop. Staff and patrons alike have had experiences with John Johns. He has been seen sitting alone in the Hamlet Street Theater after a show empties out and disappears when staff members approach him. Some patrons have seen him in the seat beside them and only realize who he is when they later see his photograph in the lobby.




    The Hamlet Street Theater, now the dressing room area, has been home to other spirits as well. A Woman in White was reported there, gracefully walking across the balcony. She has also been seen in the Upstairs Theater, which was once home to a brothel. No one knows if she was once a lady of the evening or a young actress returning to where she had lived her dreams. Today the Upstairs Theater is used for storage, so she hasn’t been reported in recent years.




    Another spirit who haunts the Hamlet Street Theater is known as “Weeping Eleanor.” Eleanor has never appeared to anyone, but she has certainly made herself well known. People report hearing a woman sobbing in one of the dressing rooms late at night. The sound is so heart-rending that those who hear it often try to find the poor woman to comfort her. Though they follow the sound, they never find the woman.




    Long before the Hamlet Street section was built, there were row houses on the same ground. One night one of the houses caught fire. The fire quickly spread and fear rippled through the houses. People poured out of the houses and milled around as the fire department arrived to fight the blaze. It seemed as though everyone was accounted for; however, the next day the body of a young woman named Eleanor and her little daughter were found in one of the houses. They had been trapped and died there. It is said that late at night Eleanor returns to the site of her former home to weep for the little daughter that she could not save from the fire.




    Another ghost at the theater is unique to western Pennsylvania. There is a hideous, green-skinned man who stalks the prop area at the theater. He has been nicknamed “Gorgeous George,” and he is seen behind the props, pounding on the window of the costume shop. One night an actress was in the costume shop when the pounding began. She looked up at the window and gasped in shock. The horrid green man grinned back, waved, and faded out.




    In 1974, a group of college students decided it would be fun to hold a séance on Halloween night in the Rockwell Theater, which had once been a Jewish synagogue. The students were locked in the theater and told that they couldn’t call out as the telephone system was shut down for the night as usual. The kids set up their Ouija board on the stage, lit candles, and began the séance. They called out to the spirits, but the planchette on the board remained still. The only light in the theater was on stage, and so it took a few minutes for their eyes to adjust to the darkness beyond the light.




    Then one of the students began to think that someone or something was moving in the back of the theater. Everyone strained to look and they all saw it pacing back and forth in the back of the room. Suddenly, the figure moved forward and they could see that it was a man in red. His face was painted as a scowling clown, and as they watched, it began to glow. They could see that he had a strange expression on his face. As he continued forward, he began to levitate. The figure shot sideways and literally began bouncing off the walls. He shot upward to the ceiling and from wall to wall. The phones that they had been told were turned off began to ring. It sounded like every phone in the building began ringing at the same time. The kids stared in horror because every seat in the auditorium was suddenly filled with ghostly patrons dressed in clothing from approximately 1900.




    The students broke and ran. They found a way out and left their Ouija board behind. In the morning, they contacted the management to tell them about what had happened. Others have since seen the figure in red who bounced off the walls. He has become known as the “Bouncing Red Meanie” (or “Loony”). Through research, the theater found out that there was a type of clown called a Red Meanie that often performed in theaters in the early years of the 1900s.




    The Pittsburgh Playhouse is a world class theater. It boasts wonderful actors and plays . . . and also some of the best hauntings in western Pennsylvania.




    




    National Aviary




    Pittsburgh is a beautiful city filled with museums, historical sites, and wonderful tourist attractions. Among the many must-visit spots is the National Aviary. Located at 700 Arch Street, the National Aviary was one of the first zoos in the nation to have free-flight rooms, where visitors actually enter the habitat of wild birds and view them as they would in nature, rather than in cages. The domed rooms give the birds an opportunity to live much as they do in the wild. Currently, there are approximately six hundred birds in the aviary with two hundred species represented, including rare and endangered birds. The National Aviary offers many educational opportunities and programs for those interested in birds and birding. They also have a very successful breeding program that is helping to keep nearly extinct species alive.




    The National Aviary, however, sits upon storied land. It was once the site of the Western State Penitentiary, the smaller, western sister of the notorious Eastern State Penitentiary. The Western State Penitentiary was not nearly as violent as her eastern counterpart and probably housed less violent criminals. The prison was built in 1826 and ran until 1880, when a newer, larger prison was built a few blocks away.




    In 1863, the prison was pressed into service as prisoner-of-war housing for Confederate soldiers and officers. The prisoners were well treated by the standards of the day, but some records indicate that there were a few deaths during that time. It is said that six men died of injuries related to battles they had fought in prior to being captured. One man also supposedly died while trying to escape. The prisoners were held there approximately one year and were removed in 1864.




    Once the prison was abandoned in 1880, it was eventually torn down. The citizens of Pittsburgh decided to use the land to build a conservatory, which caught fire in the late 1920s during a gas explosion. The ruins of the conservatory were removed, and in 1952, the city of Pittsburgh rebuilt the conservatory, and this time added birds to the building as part of the displays.




    People began to come for the birds more than the plants, and by the 1980s the conservatory became an aviary. As funding for the facility began to dry up, the aviary faced the prospect of closing. A group of concerned citizens created Save the Aviary, Inc., to raise funds. The group was successful, and in 1992, the conservatory became a private organization. In the 1990s, the facility added other buildings. The federal government gave it the honorary status of National Aviary.




    For many years, people have been having strange paranormal experiences in the building; however, the episodes were kept quiet for some time. People have long reported shadowy figures that dart around the building early in the day and late in the evening. Some staffers have heard phantom footsteps through the halls and in the living areas for the birds. On multiple occasions, the birds have reacted to something that the keepers could not see. Staffers have reported that birds in a quiet area at the far end of an enclosure have been suddenly roused from sleep. Then the birds farther down the hall begin reacting, too, as if something was walking down the hall frightening the birds.




    Another phenomenon often experienced by staffers and maintenance workers is the sound of pounding or banging in the basement. When they check on it, the source is never found.




    Staffers often report the feeling of being watched or the sense that they are not alone. They talk about being followed as they work and feeling as though someone is keeping tabs on them.




    One staffer said that early one morning she was preparing food for the birds. She usually listened to the radio in the kitchen while she worked, but that morning she hadn’t bothered with it. While the staffer worked at the counter near the radio, it suddenly flipped itself on. She froze as the thing blared to life. As she stared at it, the dial began to move up and down, as if a ghostly hand was turning it and looking for a station.




    There have been visitors who claim to have seen apparitions in Confederate uniforms in the halls and the atrium. It is believed that some of the spirits there are those of former Confederate prisoners of war. Neither these spirits nor those of other prisoners at this site indicate that they mean any harm. They seem to enjoy the birds and staff who now inhabit the site. The National Aviary is a peaceful place, and even the spirits there seem intent upon keeping it that way.




    




    Liberace’s Visitor




    Pianist, singer, and flamboyant star of a wildly popular syndicated TV variety show that began broadcasting in 1952, Liberace was one of the highest paid entertainers of his day. He dressed in flashy clothes, furs, and jewels, and appeared with his trademark candelabra on a grand piano. On his show, he spoke to the viewers as if they were in the room and became an instant hit with women.




    In 1963, Liberace agreed to be booked for a sixteen-day run at the Holiday House, a nightclub on Route 22 in Monroeville. Opening night, November 23, he was preparing for the concert when he noticed that one of his costumes was smudged with dirt. He later described in his posthumously published autobiography, The Wonderful Private World of Liberace, that he was unable to find anyone to clean the costume, so he went out and bought a gallon of cleaning fluid to get the dirt out. The fluid, unfortunately, contained the deadly chemical carbon tetrachloride. He cleaned the costume and then lay down to take a nap while it dried.




    Liberace awoke and prepared for the concert, which was sold out, but he didn’t feel well. Believing that “the show must go on,” he dressed in his first costume and stepped out to perform. He glittered on the stage in his gold jacket and joked with the crowd before settling at the piano to begin the first number.




    After the song was over, Liberace smiled and joked again with the crowd. He bowed and said, “Maybe you folks will excuse me, because I’d like to get into something more spectacular.” With that, he left the stage and a local singer took over. Liberace managed to get backstage before he began vomiting. He struggled to clean up and get back in place to begin his concert again and managed to perform for another hour before he stood, blew out the candles on his piano, and walked off stage. When he got backstage, he collapsed. Immediately, he was rushed to Columbia Hospital, but they did not have the facilities to help him, and sent him on to St. Francis Hospital in Lawrenceville.




    [image: ]




    At St. Francis Hospital, doctors isolated the problem—he was dying from uremic poisoning because of exposure to toxic cleaning fluid. Liberace’s kidneys were shutting down and fluid was building up in his body tissue. It was a desperate situation. He was placed on an artificial kidney machine, but then the doctors had to broach a terrible subject with Liberace. He was dying. His chance of survival was only about 30 percent.




    An expert was called in, but no one held out much hope for Liberace’s survival. He suffered through the night and the next day. There was not much more that the staff at the hospital could do but keep him comfortable. On the second night, Liberace was sedated to ease his pain. It was on that night that he would receive an unexpected visitor.




    Liberace later wrote in his autobiography, “A very young and lovely nun wearing a white habit came to see me late one night, when I was very near death. She said she was going to pray to St. Anthony for me, and he would make me well.”




    The next day, Liberace’s kidneys began to function again. It was a miracle and he was told that he would make a full recovery. The doctors were puzzled and pleased by the change in fortune for their patient.




    Liberace confided his story to the nuns who nursed him. He wrote, “I described the nun to the Mother Superior at the hospital and asked who she was. The Mother Superior said, ‘There are no nuns in the hospital who wear white habits.’” The nuns on duty that night did not recall such a nun having been on the floor. No one but Liberace had seen her.




    Throughout his life, Liberace pondered exactly what happened to him in the hospital in Pittsburgh. He gave credit to the doctors for saving his life, but he also wrote about the nun in the white habit and continued to talk about her. He chose to believe that she was sent to guide him in his moment of crisis. Liberace shared the story publically many times in his life, and each time he asserted that he believed that the nun had been real and was sent to bring him a miracle.




    




    The Omni William Penn Hotel




    The Omni William Penn Hotel was built in 1916 by Pittsburgh steel magnet and financier Henry Clay Frick. Frick spared no expense in the building of the hotel and his attention to detail still shows. Brass handrails in the elevators, grand murals, and sweeping Old World charm set the William Penn Hotel apart. When the hotel opened, it was dubbed the “Grande Dame,” and that moniker still holds true. Everything about the William Penn speaks of the luxury and grace of a bygone era. The twenty-three-floor building offers 596 elegantly decorated guest rooms, including thirty-eight suites, two conference centers, flexible meeting spaces, five dining areas, a spa, jewelry store, beauty salon, and gift shop.




    The William Penn has been part of the fabric of Pittsburgh ever since it opened its doors. Financiers, railroad moguls, businessmen, movie stars, and many others have graced the building. Every American president since Theodore Roosevelt has visited the hotel.




    The William Penn also serves as a part of the community. It is famous for hosting weddings. The staff talks about their work serving bridal couples with great enthusiasm and fondness. One staffer who gave his first name, Cory, talked about families who choose the hotel for all of their wedding needs. He explained that he has seen families who come back for generations. He expressed how much he enjoys helping to make the bridal couple’s dreams come true. Cory certainly knows a great deal about the subject because he has been working at the William Penn Hotel for thirty-one years in catering sales.




    Cory had long heard stories that the hotel was haunted, but he never thought much about it because in his many years there he had never encountered any spirits. He had seen shadows flitting along and figures that faded almost before the mind could register them, but he brushed them off. He also encountered disembodied footsteps and a feeling of not being alone, but had no concrete evidence of a haunting, until one night when the stories suddenly took on a new meaning for him.




    Cory shared his very personal experiences publically for the first time. One night he was working a catering job, and by 9:30 P.M. he had finished up his work. He returned to his office to gather his things and leave. As he walked down the hallway to his office, he knew that he was alone on the seventeenth floor. It was late and the other offices were dark. He gathered his belongings, stepped back into the hall, and locked the door to his office. It was then that he heard the elevator stop on his floor.




    At first he thought it was a coworker getting off the elevator, but he heard nothing. He suddenly felt compelled to go look. He went down the hall toward the elevator and rounded the corner in time to see a woman in a white dress walking away. He could not see her face, but he could clearly see she was slim and in a long, lacy dress from about the 1930s, with white shoes. He hurried forward, but when he rounded the corner she was gone. Suddenly, Cory realized that he had just seen the famous Lady in White who had been reported throughout the hotel—and usually in or near the elevators. Cory was not frightened, but rather amazed by his sighting.




    Cory related another story. On Halloween 2010, a private group was having a Halloween party in the hotel and they had hired a psychic to divine the spirits there. They had heard stories about the hotel being haunted and were titillated by them. They had heard that the upper two floors of the hotel had housed college coeds during the 1960s and 1970s. According to the tale told on the internet, there was a murder on the dormitory floors at that time. Ever since then, people have reported voices and the giggling of a girl. (The story of the murder is not supported by any facts; however, students from a local university once did have housing on the top two floors.)




    The party organizers wanted the psychic to take groups of people up to the top levels to look for ghosts. While the hotel deemed that a possible safety risk, they did agree that the psychic could walk through the two floors as long as she was accompanied by someone from the hotel staff. Cory agreed to go along with the psychic.




    The psychic did not find any spirits on the two top floors, and Cory was heartened by that because he knew that the gory tale was not true. The woman seemed honest and sincere, so he decided to ask her to walk through another area that he had heard staff say was haunted.




    Cory took the psychic to the second floor human resources office area that was then under construction. He knew that the area was said to be haunted by a former employee who had worked for the hotel for twenty years and then became ill and could not fulfill her job, although the hotel kept her on because she had been such a good employee. After the woman died, they hired another person to take over her job. The new employee was given her office and all of her old furniture. He later confided to other staffers that a woman kept appearing in his office. He described her as very proper and dressed in a nice suit. She had a scarf around her neck and her blond hair was cut in a bob. The woman was seen throughout his office, but mostly near his desk. He would come to learn that he had perfectly described the lady who had once held his job.




    Cory led the psychic to the gutted section and stood there quietly. The psychic acknowledged that the area was haunted. She described the woman with short blond hair and said she was very fond of working and was very businesslike in dress and demeanor. She also said that the woman wore a scarf around her neck. Cory recognized the description immediately. Then the psychic walked across the empty floor and pointed to an area. “Here,” she said, “is where her desk once sat.” There were no clues as to the position of the desk in the gutted room; however, Cory felt a thrill of excitement because the woman was accurate. The woman’s desk had occupied the very spot she indicated.




    Darlene is a catering manager who has worked for the hotel for thirty-three years. She loves her job and the hotel’s grandeur. She spoke about her singular encounter with a ghost at the hotel.




    One evening, Darlene and a coworker were in the hotel lobby waiting for the elevator. When the doors opened, they saw a woman in a white flowing gown standing there. They stepped inside and suddenly looked at each other. No one had gotten off the elevator, but the woman in the white gown suddenly vanished. Darlene looked at her companion and asked, “Did you see someone in here?” Her companion confirmed that he had seen a woman in white clothes. They talked a moment and both agreed that the woman’s clothing looked vintage, like something from the 1940s. They realized that they had seen the hotel’s famous Lady in White. No one knows the story of this woman who lurks near the elevators, but she is the most often glimpsed ghostly presence in the building.




    Staffers all know the stories of voices calling out when people are alone. The desk staff has heard excited guests explain that they had been awakened in the night to find someone standing by their beds watching them and then fading away. Other guests have heard disembodied footsteps following them down halls. Still others describe the feeling that they are not alone; however, they say they do not feel a sense of fear. The fictional gruesome tales of murder should be laid to rest because the ghosts at the William Penn Hotel don’t seem to hail from any tragic event. Whoever the ghosts are, they seem to linger not to frighten, but rather to enjoy the hotel itself. It is truly a grand and haunted place.




    




    Flaming Scalps




    Before there was a city of Pittsburgh, and even before Fort Pitt existed, a man and his brother paddled down a creek in the area looking for a place to settle. Their surname was Chartier, and they were hoping to bring their family to the New World to build a new life.




    The Chartiers settled and built a cabin on property they claimed by “tomahawk rights.” That meant they claimed a plot of ground by marking their initials with a tomahawk in the trees near a water source. Tomahawk claims were not legally recognized by the British government, but they were accepted by many of the natives and early white settlers. Approximately a year later, one Chartier brother brought his wife and two children to the settlement.




    The family settled in and Chartier and his brother shared the hard work of developing the land. Chartier’s wife cared for her two small children and cooked for the family. In the late fall, the brothers felt a push to get meat in for the winter and began hunting in earnest. Their trips took longer and longer as they wandered farther away looking for big game.




    One afternoon the brothers were making their way home from a long hunting trip. They were packing meat, which made the going slow. They noticed smoke in the distance and realized that it was too much to have come from the cabin chimney. They hurried as fast as they could and soon made it to the cabin site. What met their shocked eyes was a grisly scene. Chartier’s wife and two children had been brutally murdered and scalped. Their mutilated bodies horrified the men. The cabin was a smoldering ruin and their lives were changed forever.




    The two brothers realized that they were in danger, too. Quickly, they buried their dead and then pinned a note on birch bark for others to find. It told of the tragedy that had befallen them. The brothers said that they were tracking the murderers and were going to seek vengeance for the deaths.




    Trappers eventually found the letter and carried it to the authorities. The Chartiers were never heard from again. Other settlers claimed the cleared land and built cabins in the area where the poor little family had been killed.




    Eventually, the new settlers began to talk about hearing terrifying screams. It was believed that the poor mother and her children were reliving their last moments alive. Folks claimed to see death lights flitting around over the site of the tragedy. The three lights would flicker out when people drew near. Others, however, have seen a much darker sight. There are some people who claim to have seen the golden flickering of three bloody scalps moving through the darkness. The scalps seem to glow with fire but are not consumed. Blood is said to drip from scalps and it does not dissipate when the scalps fade away.




    




    The Crow Sisters




    When Jacob Crow came to America in 1765, he knew that he was embarking on an adventure. He must have realized that it was dangerous, but he placed his faith in God and trudged onward. A new life did not come easy. He came indentured and had to work off his passage before he and his family could begin their lives. He gathered his wife and eleven children and made for western Pennsylvania in the area of today’s Greene County. There he found a good stand of timber, fresh water, and land flat enough to be tilled one day. He had four sons and seven daughters, and he knew that he would have to plant a good homestead deep in this new land to provide for their future.




    In 1789, three of his sons were attacked by natives while hunting in what is today West Virginia. One died and the other two barely escaped with their lives. All around them, Jacob saw how painful the struggle could become. Neighbors were murdered, burned out of their homes, or carried off, but his big, hearty brood of children flourished. They were part of the mountains and the woods that surrounded them. At their homestead they felt safe—as long as they were careful.




    On May 1, 1791, four of Jacob’s teenage girls asked to go visiting an elderly couple a few miles away. Jacob had made the journey himself in the past and felt confident the girls would be fine, so he allowed them to make the trip.




    Excited, the girls started off. About a mile and a half from the homestead they noticed something in the creek. They lingered at the edge of the water talking and laughing. It was a fine warm day and the cool near the water felt good. The place was a scenic spot with tall pines, towering mountains, and the whisper of the water to lull them into a false sense of peace. As they paused, their youngest brother, Michael, came along riding bareback on a horse that had strayed away earlier.




    Michael stopped to talk to his sisters, and while they chatted, the horse suddenly got skittish. It pranced and reared as if sensing something. The boy looked around but saw nothing. Still, Michael became uneasy and attempted to persuade his thirteen-year-old sister to climb up behind him and go home with him. She would not be swayed, however, for she was enjoying the camaraderie of being with the older girls. At last, Michael left them and rode home.
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