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DRIPPING BLOOD AND DRAGGING CHAINS?


While yet a boy I sought for ghosts, and sped Through many a listening chamber, cave, and ruin, And starlight wood, with fearful steps pursuing Hopes of high talk with the departed dead.

—Percy Bysshe Shelley






Are you the kind of person who would love to see a ghost? If you thought a place was haunted, would you be the first person through the door—notebook and pencil in hand, camera ready? Or would you want to run away fast?

For many people, thinking of ghosts conjures up images of ghoulish forms dripping blood and dragging chains. In horror movies, disturbed mummies plot revenge, and zombies lumber out of their coffins intent on devouring every living creature in their path. In novels and short stories, creepy ghosts like the Bloody Baron and the Headless Horseman may send shivers down your spine. If your first impulse is to run, relax. Most people who have reported seeing a ghost say the whole experience was pretty tame.

It’s said that every year on All Hallows’ Eve—the night of October 31—the spirits of the dead rise up from their graves and wander through the land of the living. But ghost sightings have been reported in all seasons and at all hours of the day and night. Would you know a ghost if you saw one? Most people who believe they’ve seen a ghost say that, at first, it looked like an ordinary person. But when they tried to get near the ghost, it disappeared like a mist. It may have looked as if it moved through a wall, or it may have vanished into thin air or sunk into the ground.

What are these mysterious apparitions? Expert ghost detectives study people’s ghost sightings. Over the years, they have investigated thousands upon thousands of ghost reports. Some, of course, are just very good stories told by people who want to entertain or creep out their friends. But some reports come from people who are truly puzzled by what they have seen and heard and felt. Whatever these ghostly appearances are, investigators have noted a few types that seem to happen again and again.

The most common is called a crisis apparition. Many people have experienced this. They see a strange, ghostly image of a friend or relative, only to learn that person has died or been in some kind of serious trouble that day. Sometimes the “ghost” does not appear as an image but only as an eerie or ominous feeling. One schoolteacher reported feeling chilled to the bone while teaching a summer-school class on a hot, muggy day. He put on his suit jacket, but even that didn’t help. For a few minutes he still felt cold. When he got home, he received a phone call from a relative, telling him that his twin brother had drowned in a boating accident that day. A crisis apparition happens only once and then is never felt or seen again.

In certain places, many people have seen the same ghost appearing at different times. In this kind of haunting, the spirit of one who has been dead for some time is said to linger, or to be stuck repeating the same activity, in one place. For years, people reported seeing a ghost haunting the Drury Lane Theatre in England. Other ghosts had been spotted in that theater, but this ghost kept returning. It appeared at various times as a soft green glow, a moving blue light, or as a handsome young man the actors nicknamed “The Man in Gray.” Whatever it was, something strange was going on in that theater, and many people experienced it.

Sometimes ghosts are thought to lurk around battlefields or other places where awful things have happened. A “phantom soldier” has been spotted wandering around The Little Roundtop in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. That’s the site of a famous Civil War battle. Legend has it that he is looking for his troop and still doesn’t know he’s been killed. Some people report phantom voices at Gettysburg, and even phantom smells. You often hear it said that ghosts are the souls of people who’ve suffered some violence in life. But are ghosts mean and violent themselves?

Poltergeists, also known as “noisy ghosts,” are about as violent as ghosts get. Poltergeists are heard but never seen, and they don’t seem to haunt places so much as particular people. Wherever that person goes, weird things happen. Rapping or knocking sounds are made, but no source can be found. Vases fly off shelves. Lights flicker on and off. Furniture moves of its own accord. But even with all the objects flying around, people are rarely harmed by poltergeists.

So, are these eerie feelings, misty visions, and strange rappings caused by the spirits of the dead who have somehow slipped back into the world of the living? Are they vivid hallucinations? Or are they mere figments, imagined by people who hope or even expect to see ghosts because of dramatic descriptions they have heard or read about? People have been experiencing ghosts for thousands of years. And people have wondered about them for thousands of years too.

Ghost detectives say that there’s not much they can do to prove or disprove a haunting from long ago. But when a new ghost appears or a new haunting begins, they can be a big help. If you are lucky enough to have a chance to investigate a ghost, don’t run. Try to pay attention and remember everything you see, hear, and feel. Take pictures. Record any sounds. Write everything down so you don’t forget any details. Can you think of any ordinary explanations for your ghostly sighting? A good ghost detective asks good questions and gathers all the evidence!




One of America’s most-sighted ghosts is the ghost of Abraham Lincoln. The list of people who have seen or felt Lincoln’s presence is long and distinguished. Assassinated in 1865, President Lincoln has been seen haunting the White House in Washington, D.C.; his boyhood home in Springfield, Illinois; and the Ford Theatre, where he was killed. The Lincoln room in the White House is offered as a bedroom to the most honored guests. Many have felt his spirit lingering there. Once when queen Wilhelmina of the Netherlands was visiting President Franklin Roosevelt, she said she woke to a knock at the door. She got up, opened the door, and standing there before her was Abe Lincoln in his familiar beard and top hat. She is said to have fainted right there on the spot.

[image: image]

Courtesy of the Library of Congress

A religious movement called Spirtualism had become very popular during the Civil War, and Mary Todd Lincoln was an avid Spiritualist and believer in ghosts. So that might be one reason why we see Abe so often. More about that later!









America’s most famous poltergeist is the Bell Witch. It’s said that around 1817 John Bell, a Tennessee farmer, saw a strange, doglike animal on his land. It was, he said, no earthly animal, because when he shot it, it simply vanished like a mist. As it turns out, the ghostly dog was just an omen of terrible things to come. A few weeks later Bell’s house became haunted by a poltergeist that rapped on the walls; moved the furniture; and slapped, pinched, and poked his twelve-year-old daughter, Betsy, in her bed at night. This was a noisy ghost indeed. (It certainly made Betsy scream!)

Late at night the Bells would hear what sounded like the claws of a huge dog scratching on the walls outside. The ghost sometimes shrieked and howled dire warnings of impending doom. When a neighbor asked the ghost to identify itself, it replied, “I am a spirit from everywhere, Heaven, Hell, the Earth. I am in the air, in houses, any place at any time.” Later it claimed to be the spirit of a person who had been buried in the nearby woods, whose grave had been dug up and his bones scattered.

One neighbor, Kate Batts, was very angry with Mr. Bell over some business dealings. A few people in town suspected that Kate was a witch and that she was hexing the Bell home, hence the name the Bell Witch.

Poltergeist activities almost always occur in households with teen or preteen daughters. Mischievous—and in Betsy’s case, maybe even seriously disturbed—children are usually the focus of such hauntings. More about that later, too!
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THE WORLD’S FIRST GHOST STORIES


All the stories of ghosts and goblins that he had heard…now came crowding upon his recollection. The night grew darker and darker; the stars seemed to sink deeper in the sky, and driving clouds occasionally hid them from his sight. He had never felt so lonely and dismal. He was, moreover, approaching the very place where many of the scenes of the ghost stories had been laid….

—Washington Irving






Do you have a favorite ghost story? Classics such as Washington Irving’s “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” or Edgar Allan Poe’s “Tell-Tale Heart” are right up there with the best ghost stories in the world. Whether or not you believe spirits can come back to haunt the land of the living, tales like these are creepy and enthralling. And they’re really fun. Great authors tell us a lot about human nature and the hopes and fears that are part of everyone’s life. If you know a good ghost story, you’ll be a big hit as you sit with friends around a campfire or as you gather to tell stories at a party. But did you know that ghost stories are not new? As long as human beings have been telling stories, ghost stories have been among them. People of all times and places have had the same fascination with the world beyond. Some of the oldest stories ever recorded tell of living people interacting with the spirits of the dead.

[image: image]

In ancient Egypt, people built elaborate tombs to ensure that their spirits would be comfortable in the afterlife. The dead were mummified, and their tombs were filled with furniture, clothing, food, and treasures. A rich or important person wanted to make sure he would be well provided for in the afterlife. As far as we know, the first ghost story ever recorded is the tale of Nebusemekh. This nobleman’s spirit makes a visit to the high priest of Amun-Re.

The story is carved on limestone tablets from around 1200 BCE. Some of the hieroglyphs have faded or crumbled away over the thousands of years since the story was written. But it’s pretty clear that something bad has happened to Nebusemekh’s tomb—maybe it’s been robbed. That happened a lot in ancient Egypt. The ghost tells the priest that he was a very important person in life. But now he’s feeling the wind blowing through the holes in his tomb. He asks the priest to help. The priest promises him a new coffin made of gold and zizyphus wood. (I don’t know what zizyphus wood is exactly, but it sounds fancy.)

In spite of the priest’s promise, the ghost is very crabby. He has asked four times already, he says, and still nothing’s been done. How’s he supposed to believe anyone now? The priest tells Nebusemekh he’ll give him servants who’ll bring holy offerings of water and food every day. The ghost says no! Those things pass and people forget. What he really wants is good solid stone for his tomb. So the priest sends three servants out to find a safer place to rebuild Nebusemekh’s tomb. They return in a good mood. They’ve found an excellent spot! Beyond that, the ending of the story is lost. I hope the ghost liked the spot, and that he can rest easy for all eternity. After all, we don’t want the unhappy mummy of Nebusemekh to come lurching down Main Street anytime soon.

[image: image]

The idea of a ghost being an unquiet soul in search of a proper funeral or a decent burial for his dead body goes way back in history. And stories like it have been told again and again. Nebusemekh’s brief story carved on crumbling stone hardly counts as literature, but Homer’s Iliad is one of the oldest complete epic poems we have. It was written sometime around 800 BCE, and—guess what?—there is a ghost in it! The Iliad tells the story of a long war between Greece and Troy. The hero of the story is Achilles, one of the Greek army’s greatest warriors.

The Greeks were having a winning streak. They’d just come home from a battle and were dividing up the booty, when Achilles got into a fight with his general, Agamemnon. Achilles had captured a beautiful woman, and he decided he would keep her (this was not a great time in history for women, but that is a different story!). Agamemnon liked the way she looked and declared he would be taking her for himself. Achilles argued that he had caught the woman fair and square, so she should be his. Agamemnon harrumphed that he didn’t care—he was in charge and he could take whatever he pleased. Achilles retorted that if the general was going to be that way, then he wouldn’t fight for him anymore. The general could just see if he’d win any battles without him!

Of course, when Achilles refused to fight, the Greeks started losing battles. Achilles’ best friend, Patroclus, tried to convince Achilles to forgive the general. But nothing Patroclus said seemed to make any difference. Then he had a brilliant idea. When the next battle was about to begin, he put on Achilles’ famous armor. Both the Greeks and Trojans were fooled. Everyone thought Achilles was back, and the Greeks won the battle. Unfortunately, Patroclus could wear Achilles’ armor, but he could not fight like Achilles. Patroclus was killed.
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