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Introduction

Missouri is a place that even the dead hate to leave. It’s a state of contrasts. It is a place of both urban sprawl and rolling miles of unbroken nature. Within its borders, you’ll find great diversity and amazing beauty. Missouri has its share of industry and booming cities, with St. Louis at one edge and Kansas City at the other, but in between are hundreds of miles of hills, rivers, caves, and rugged forest. Cities, homes, and buildings are only a stone’s throw away from rolling farmland, acres of trees, and the wild rivers and hills of the Ozarks. The state is considered a part of the great Midwest, yet by circumstance and politics, it was long a haven for the traditions and customs of the old South. History has left its mark here as well. And with history come stories of ghosts and hauntings.

Missouri was founded in the 1600s by French explorers who came to the dangerous wilderness of the Mississippi River Valley in search of riches and lands to plunder. They found a fortune of another kind as St. Louis became a fur-trading capital of the frontier and one of the most prosperous cities in America during the heyday of the riverboat era. Tales of ghosts and phantoms along the Mississippi became a staple for the riverboat men of the 1800s and also inspired author Mark Twain.

Missouri was admitted to the Union as a slave state in 1821. It became the center of the infamous Missouri Compromise, an agreement that was made between the pro-and antislavery factions in the U.S. Congress. In an effort to regulate slavery in the western territories, the agreement prohibited slavery in the former Louisiana Territory north of a line on the map—except within the boundaries of the proposed state of Missouri. This put the inhabitants of the state in an unusual position, with most city residents being opposed to slavery but the farmers in the rural areas in favor of it. This led to a bloody division within the state during the years of the Civil War, a conflict that claimed the lives of thousands of Missourians and is thought to have left a number of hauntings in its wake.

Just as St. Louis had been the “Gateway to the West” during the early years of the mountain men, Missouri had an essential role in the opening of the West after the Civil War. It was the starting point not only for many of the wagon trains that traversed the great trails to the West, but also for the famed Pony Express. In addition, Missouri saw the beginnings of the Wild West outlaws with the robberies and exploits of the James and Younger brothers. To this day, the James family farm in western Missouri is said to be haunted by spirits of the past.

In the early 1900s, Missouri saw not only the World’s Fair in St. Louis, but also the dawning of two of America’s greatest unsolved mysteries—the strange riddle of Patience Worth and the first sightings of an anomaly that began appearing down a dirt road near the Oklahoma border. Both mysteries gained worldwide attention, and what became known as the Hornet Spook Light attracted ghost hunters from all over the country.

Missouri was back in the national spotlight by the 1920s as it became home to one of the first stretches of paved road along Route 66, a national highway that stretched from Chicago to Los Angeles. The new road helped Missouri grow and prosper, and it became one of the most popular vacation destinations in America. Rivers, lakes, caves, and a wealth of forestland attracted sportsmen from around the country. Travelers and vacationers found a wealth of motels, hotels, resorts, and lodges to choose from, and there were scores of restaurants, diners, cafés, curio shops, and gas stations to serve them. Route 66 left behind an amazing legacy in Missouri—a legacy filled with both history and ghost stories. A number of roadside spots are touted as being homes to spirits from the past, including caves, old diners, and even graveyards.

The heyday of Route 66 slowly faded into the Dust Bowl years and the era of the American bank robber. Men like John Dillinger, “Baby Face” Nelson, and “Machine Gun” Kelly wreaked havoc on the nation’s banks and highways. Missouri saw plenty of outlaws in the early decades of the twentieth century, culminating in the terrible Kansas City Massacre. The notorious bank robbers Bonnie and Clyde were nearly captured in Joplin, leaving dead policemen behind. And the infamous Young brothers were massacred in Brookline, leaving behind a gruesome tale of blood, death—and ghosts.

Missouri’s many ghostly tales and legends are a mix of tragedy, bloodshed, and mystery, and in the pages of this book, I’ve done my best to pass on as many tales from around the state as I could. Have I included every ghost story of Missouri? No; such a task would not be possible, for there will always be stories that remain hidden, secret, or lost to time. But you will find a collection of stories, both familiar and strange, that just may chill your blood. Missouri’s nickname is the “Show Me State,” and in the pages that follow, readers will get glimpses into a side of the state that only an unlucky few have ever seen. 





St. Louis Spirits

Many people forget just how old the city of St. Louis actually is. Founded in 1763, before the United States was officially a country, this location in the center of the country was discovered by a man named Pierre Laclède, who believed it was the perfect place for a Mississippi River trading post. After establishing a small village, he named it St. Louis in honor of King Louis IX of France.

The settlement thrived and within a few years was home to more than three hundred people, most of whom lived in houses made from building materials quarried from along the river. Over the next four decades or so, the city was the property of France, Spain (although most residents never knew it since the treaty had been written in Europe), France again, and finally the United States. Few Americans lived here in the early 1800s; the population was mostly French, Indians, slaves, and free blacks. The Louisiana Territory, which included St. Louis, was transferred to the United States in 1804, and at the time, the town had a bakery, two taverns, three blacksmiths, two mills, and a doctor. Lewis and Clark embarked from St. Louis to explore the newly acquired territory in May 1804. When they returned two years later, the city became the “Gateway to the West” for the mountain men, settlers, and adventurers who set out into the new frontier.

The first steamboat arrived in St. Louis in 1817, beginning an era in which the city became one of the most important ports on the Mississippi. Before long, it was common to see more than a hundred riverboats lining the stone levee on any day. By 1850, river traffic had increased so much that St. Louis was one of the largest ports in the country, second only to New York City. On some days, as many as 170 steamboats fought for space along the levee, many of them the “floating palaces” of legend. Such ships were filled with fine furnishings, imported carpets, glistening chandeliers, elegant staterooms—and a contingent of gamblers willing to part any fool and his money.

It was also during this time that travel to the western states truly began in earnest after the discovery of gold in California. St. Louis saw additional prosperity as the last “civilized” city before the West began, outfitting scores of wagon trains, trappers, traders, and miners. By 1890, when the U.S. government deemed the frontier “closed,” St. Louis boasted more than half a million residents.

In 1904, St. Louis hosted the World’s Fair, an event unequaled in the city’s history. Celebrating the centennial anniversary of the Louisiana Purchase, the fair covered over a thousand acres of what is now Forest Park and attracted more than twenty million visitors from around the world. Seventy-five miles of roads and walkways linked some fifteen hundred white palaces and pavilions holding exhibits staged by sixty-three nations. On the Pike, visitors found all sorts of amusements, as well as plenty of food, drink, and beer vendors.

Also that same summer, on the fairgrounds, the United States became the first English-speaking country to host the Olympic Games. Both the World’s Fair and the Olympics brought worldwide attention to St. Louis and began another period of rapid growth that lasted until after World War I.

Today St. Louis is still considered one of America’s great cities, and largely due to its storied history, it is believed to be home to a large number of ghosts.


Beer So Good Some Will Die for It

Ask any Missouri ghost hunter for the location of the most haunted house in St. Louis and chances are that he or she will send you directly to the Lemp Mansion. The house was the product of a beer-brewing empire and a family that came to prominence in the mid-1800s. The family is nearly forgotten now and is remembered more for the house it built than for the beer it once made. The house still stands in the city’s crumbling Soulard District, a memorial to the Lemps’ wealth—and to the tragedy and suicide that plagued the family. History left a mark on this place and is still recalled today by the ghosts that linger within its walls.

The Lemp empire was started by beer—thousands and thousands of barrels of golden brew that was unlike anything the people of St. Louis had ever tasted before. This new beer was a lager brew, with a light, delicious flavor different from the English ales that Americans had been drinking since they had been a British colony. The lager was introduced to a new audience by a man named Adam Lemp, who came to St. Louis from Germany in 1838. He opened a small grocery store and, in addition to selling household items, also made his own vinegar and beer. His beer was an immediate success, and he soon closed the grocery store and started brewing full-time. Business prospered, and by 1845, he was already looking for ways to expand. Needing a larger operation plus a cool location to lager, or store, the beer, he purchased land above a naturally cool limestone cave south of the city. Lemp excavated and expanded the cave to make room for the wooden beer casks, and soon his new company was in operation. The Lemp Western Brewing Company grew throughout the 1840s and within a few years was one of the largest in the city.

Adam Lemp had gone from a poor immigrant to one of the most respected men in the city. When he died in August 1862, he left his thriving business in the hands of his son, William. Under William’s leadership, the brewery began to grow in ways that Adam never could have imagined.

William Lemp had been born in Germany in 1836, not long before his father left for America. He spent his childhood there and was brought to St. Louis at age twelve. He was educated at St. Louis University, and upon graduating, he joined his father at the Western Brewery. After serving a short stint in the military during the Civil War, William married Julia Feickert.

William expanded the brewery after the war, purchasing a five-block area around the lagering caves and storage house, and by the 1870s, the Lemp factory was the largest in St. Louis. A bottling plant was added in 1877, and artificial refrigeration was installed one year later. By the mid-1890s, the Lemp brewery was known across the country and even in overseas markets. The company’s most popular line, Falstaff, became a favorite all over America, something that a regional brewery had never accomplished before. It was the first brewery to establish coast-to-coast distribution of its beer, shipping it out in refrigerated railroad cars. The brewery, ranked as the eighth largest in the country, had grown to the point that it employed more than seven hundred men, and needed as many as a hundred horses to pull the delivery wagons in St. Louis alone. Construction of new buildings and renovations of the current ones continued on a daily basis at the Lemp brewery.

William Lemp was not only successful, but also well liked and popular among city residents. He was on the board of several organizations, including the planning committee for the 1904 World’s Fair. His family life was happy, and his sons were involved in the business. In November 1892, when the Western Brewery was incorporated as the William J. Lemp Brewing Company, one of William’s sons, William Jr., nicknamed Billy, was named as vice president. Born in St. Louis in 1867, Billy attended Washington University and the United States Brewers’ Academy in New York. He was well known for his flamboyant lifestyle, and in 1899 he married Lillian Handlan, the daughter of a wealthy St. Louis manufacturer.

Another of William Sr.’s sons, Louis, was made superintendent of the company. Born in 1870, Louis had learned the brewer’s trade from some of the best master brewers in Germany. He assisted his older brother in the management of the company and also was involved with several political and civic organizations in St. Louis. As a young man, he was passionate about horses and became a successful breeder. In 1906, he sold his interest in the brewery and moved to New York to work with horses permanently. He and his wife, Agnes, had one daughter, Louise, and he died in New York in 1931.

William had three other sons, named Frederick, Charles, and Edwin, and three daughters, Anna, Elsa, and Hilda. In 1897, Hilda married the son of one of William’s best friends, Milwaukee brewer Frederick Pabst.

During the period of the Lemp brewery’s greatest success, William Lemp also purchased a home for his family a short distance away from the brewery. The house was built by Jacob Feickert, Julia’s father, in 1868 and was likely financed by William. In 1876, Lemp purchased it outright for use as a residence and an auxiliary brewery office. Although it was already an impressive house, Lemp immediately began renovating and expanding it and turning it into a showplace of the period. The mansion boasted elegant artwork, handcrafted wood decor, ornately painted ceilings, large beautiful bathrooms, and even an elevator that replaced the main staircase in 1904. It was a unique and wondrous place, and one fitting of the first family of St. Louis brewing.

Ironically, however, the fall of the Lemp empire began just as the family was enjoying its greatest happiness and success.

It began with the death of Frederick Lemp, William’s favorite son and the heir apparent to the company. Frederick, whom William had been grooming for years to take over the family business, was the most ambitious and hardworking of the Lemp children. Born in 1873, he attended both Washington University, where he received a degree in mechanical engineering, and the United States Brewers’ Academy. In 1898, Frederick married Irene Verdin, and the couple was reportedly very happy. Frederick was well known in social circles and regarded as a friendly and popular fellow. In spite of this, he also spent countless hours at the brewery, working hard to improve the company’s future. Some later said that he worked himself to death.

In 1901, Frederick’s health mysteriously began to fail. On his doctor’s orders, he moved to Pasadena, California, in the hope that a change of climate would be beneficial. He seemed to improve for a time. In the fall of that year, his parents visited him until after Thanksgiving, and William returned to St. Louis with the expectation that his son would soon be at his side again. Unfortunately, though, it was not meant to be. On December 12, Frederick suffered a sudden relapse, and he died at the age of only twenty-eight.

William and Julia were both devastated by their son’s death, but the loss was especially hard on William. Brewery secretary Henry Vahlkamp later wrote that when news came of the young man’s death, William Lemp “broke down utterly and cried like a child‖. He took it so seriously that we feared it would completely shatter his health and looked for the worst to happen.” William was never the same again after Frederick’s death. He was unable to cope, slowly withdrawing from the world. Before his son’s death, Lemp had taken pleasure in paying the men each week. He also would join the workers in any department and work alongside them in their daily activities, or go among them and discuss any problems or any questions they had. After Frederick died, though, William was rarely seen in public, and these practices ceased almost completely for more than two years.

Over time, William began to recover—only to receive more crushing news on January 1, 1904. He was informed that day that his closest friend, Frederick Pabst, had died. William fell apart after this, and his suffering became unbearable.

On the morning of February 13, William excused himself from breakfast, stating that he did not feel well. He went upstairs to his bedroom, and around 9:30 a.m., he shot himself in the head with a.38-caliber Smith & Wesson revolver. There was no one else in the house at the time of the shooting except for the servants. One of them, after hearing the shot, tried to open the bedroom door, but it was locked. She ran to the brewery and summoned Billy and his younger brother Edwin. They hurried back to the house and broke down the bedroom door. Inside, they found their father lying on the bed in a pool of blood, with the revolver still gripped in his right hand and a gaping and bloody wound at his right temple. At that point, Lemp was still breathing but unconscious. Doctors were called, but there was nothing they could do for him. William left no suicide note behind, although the family knew how depressed he had been.

Business never stopped for the successful brewery. It was very involved in the 1904 World’s Fair, and Billy took his father’s place on various boards and committees. Later that year, he became the new president of the company. Billy was a volatile individual but had a good head for business. He spent a fortune on his lavish lifestyle, but the company was still in its heyday and was making more money than can be imagined. He and his wife, Lillian, nicknamed the “Lavender Lady” because of her fondness for dressing in that color, had a stormy marriage, and in 1906, they became embroiled in a messy, scandalous divorce trial that had the whole city talking. When it was over, Lillian left St. Louis, and Billy went into seclusion at his country estate. In 1915, he married Ellie Limberg, the widow of St. Louis brewer Rudolph Limberg and daughter of Caspar Koehler, president of the Columbia Brewery.

In 1911, the last major improvements were made to the Lemp brewery when giant grain elevators were erected on the south side of the complex. With the shadow of Prohibition beginning to fall across the land, Lemp, like many other breweries, began producing a near-beer malt beverage. Called Cerva, it sold moderately well at first, but revenues were nowhere near enough to cover the brewery’s operating expenses, so it was discontinued. It was also in 1911 that the Lemp mansion was converted and remodeled into the new offices of the brewing company, with private offices and rooms for the clerks.

Business was slow for all German-American brewers through World War I, but the Lemp brewery fared worse than some of the others. Billy had allowed the company’s equipment to deteriorate and had not kept abreast of industry innovations, and thus much of the brewing facilities had become outmoded.

And to make matters worse, Prohibition would have a devastating effect on all American brewers, including the Lemps. Brewers were stunned by the passage of the 18th Amendment and the Volstead Act, which made Prohibition enforceable by law. Prohibition brought about the end of the Lemp brewery. Thanks to the fact that the individual family members were quite wealthy aside from the profits from the company, they had little incentive to try to keep it afloat. Billy gave up on the idea that Congress would suddenly repeal Prohibition and closed the Lemp plant down without notice. The workers learned of the closing when they came to work one day and found the doors shut and the gates locked.

Billy decided to simply liquidate the assets of the plant and auction off the buildings. He sold the famous Lemp Falstaff logo to brewer Joseph Griesedieck, who purchased the recognizable Falstaff name and shield with the belief that eventually the government would see Prohibition for the folly that it was and beer would be back. Lemp no longer shared the other man’s enthusiasm, though, and in 1922, the brewery was sold to the International Shoe Company for just $588,000, a small fraction of its estimated worth of $7 million in the years before Prohibition.

It was the end of an era for the Lemp family.

The start of Prohibition kicked off what turned out to be a dismal decade for the Lemps. The enactment of the new law was followed by the death of Elsa Lemp, the youngest child in the family, born in 1883. In 1906, she had become the wealthiest unmarried woman in the city after inheriting a portion of her father’s estate. In 1910, she became even richer when she married Thomas Wright, the president of the More-Jones Brass and Metal Company. The couple moved into a home on Hortense Place in St. Louis’s Central West End. Their marriage was reportedly an unhappy and stormy one, and they separated at the end of 1918. In February 1919, Elsa filed for divorce. Unlike the sensational divorce of her brother, Elsa’s legal battle was kept quiet, and most details of the divorce were not revealed. It was granted in less than an hour, and the reason was cited as “general indignities.”

Just a year later, though, Elsa and Thomas Wright had reconciled, and the two were remarried in New York City in March 1920. They returned home to St. Louis and found their house filled with flowers and cards from friends and well-wishers, but all was not happy with the newly remarried couple. Whether she was plagued by regret or bothered by something else, Elsa slept little that night, claiming that her stomach was bothering her. When her husband awoke the next morning, Elsa told him that she was feeling better but wanted to remain in bed. Thomas agreed that this was the best thing for her, and he went into the bathroom and turned on the water in the tub.

He later stated that he heard a loud noise, and when he went to see what it was, he found his wife in bed with a pistol lying next to her. She had been shot. No suicide note was ever found, and Thomas Wright claimed that he had no idea she owned a gun. The household staff never heard the shot. When questioned later, they stated that they had seen no sign that Elsa was depressed or intended to end her life. They learned of her death when Wright came running out of the couple’s bedroom. The staff called a doctor and Samuel Fordyce, a Lemp family friend. Strangely, the police were not notified of Elsa’s death for more than two hours, and even then, the news came indirectly through Fordyce. Wright became quite agitated under the scrutiny of the police investigation that followed, but he always denied having anything to do with his wife’s death. Not everyone believed him.

The mysterious circumstances surrounding Elsa’s death have always hinted that there was more to the story, and to this day, some believe that she was murdered. That mystery, however, likely will never be solved.

Tragically, Billy was the next family member to die, and his death was also mysterious. It was clear that he had committed suicide, although no certain cause was ever cited. He took his own life on Decem ber 19, 1922. On that morning, Lemp secretary Henry Vahlkamp arrived at the brewery office to find Billy already at his desk. Shortly after, Olive Bercheck, Billy’s personal secretary, joined them. Billy had not been feeling well lately, and Vahlkamp commented that he looked better.

“You may think so,” Billy replied, “but I am feeling worse.”

A short time later, while she was downstairs, Olive Bercheck heard a loud noise. When she came upstairs, she found Billy lying on the floor of his office. He had shot himself in the heart with a.38-caliber revolver. He died before a doctor could arrive. Capt. William Doyle, the lead police investigator on the scene, searched Lemp’s pockets and desk for a suicide note, but as with his father and his sister before him, Billy had left no indication as to why he believed suicide was the answer to his problems.

Oddly, Billy had seemed to have no intention of suicide, even a short time before. Apparently the final turn in his downward spiral had come on quite suddenly. After the sale of the brewery, he had discussed selling off the rest of the assets, such as land parcels and saloon locations, intending to just “take it easy.” Not long after that announcement, he had even put his country estate up for sale, stating that he planned to travel to Europe for a while. A week before his death, he had dined with his friend August A. Busch, who said that Lemp seemed cheerful at the time and gave no indication that he was worrying about business or anything else.

With Billy gone and his surviving brothers involved with their own endeavors, it seemed that the days of the Lemp empire had come to an end at last. The two brothers still in St. Louis had left the family enterprise long before it had closed down. Charles worked in banking and finance, and Edwin had entered a life of seclusion at his estate in Kirkwood in 1911. The great fortune they had amassed was more than enough to keep the surviving members of the family comfortable through the Great Depression and beyond.

But the days of Lemp tragedy were not yet over.

Charles Lemp was the next to die, although years passed before he ended his own life. Charles had never been closely involved with the Lemp brewery. In 1911, when the family home was converted into offices, he moved into the St. Louis Racquet Club. He soon went to work in the banking and financial industries. In 1917, he became vice president of the German Savings Institution, and then went to Liberty Central Trust in 1921, where he worked for several years before going into the automobile casualty business as president of the Indemnity Company of America. In 1929, Charles moved back to the Lemp mansion, and the house became a private residence once more. He continued to look after his real estate holdings and investments and enjoyed traveling, which he did extensively until World War II interfered. He also was involved with politics and was a powerful member of the Democratic Party in St. Louis.

Despite his very visible business and political life, though, Charles was a bit of a mystery. He never married and, as far as anyone knew, never had any romantic relationships. He became odder and more reclusive with age. He lived alone in his old rambling house with only his two servants, Albert and Lena Bittner, for company. Legend has it that he was deathly afraid of germs and wore gloves to avoid any contact with bacteria. By age seventy-seven, he was quite ill. He was severely arthritic and in almost constant pain. When he could stand it no more, he ended his life.

On May 10, 1949, Albert Bittner went to the kitchen and prepared breakfast for Charles as he normally did. He then placed the breakfast tray on the desk in the office next to Charles’s bedroom. Bittner later recalled that the door to the bedroom was closed and he did not look inside. At about 8 a.m., Bittner returned to the office to remove the tray and found it untouched. Concerned, he opened the bedroom door to see if Charles was awake and discovered that he was dead from a bullet wound to the head. Bittner hurried to inform his wife of what had happened, and she contacted Richard Hawes, Lemp’s nephew, who then summoned the police to the mansion.

When the police arrived, they found Charles still in bed and lightly holding a.38-caliber Army Colt revolver in his right hand. He was the only one of the family who had left a suicide note behind. He had dated the letter May 9 and had written, “In case I am found dead blame it on no one but me,” signing it at the bottom.

The Lemp family, which had once been so large and prosperous, had now been almost utterly destroyed in the span of less than a century. Only Edwin Lemp remained, and he had long avoided the life that had turned so tragic for the rest of his family. He was a quiet, reclusive man who had walked away from the Lemp brewery in 1911 to live a peaceful life on his secluded estate in Kirkwood. On the rambling estate, he communed with nature and was an excellent cook, gourmet, and animal lover. He collected fine art and entertained his intimate friends.

Edwin managed to avoid the family “curse,” but as he grew older, he became more eccentric and developed a terrible fear of being alone. He never spoke about his family or their tragic lives, but it must have preyed on him all the same. His fears led him to entertain more  and to keep a companion with him at his estate at almost all times. Edwin passed away quietly of natural causes at age ninety in 1970.

After the death of Charles Lemp, the family mansion had been sold and turned into a boardinghouse. Shortly after that, it fell on hard times and began to deteriorate, along with the nearby neighborhood. In later years, stories began to emerge that residents of the boardinghouse often complained of ghostly knocks and phantom footsteps in the house. As these tales spread, it became increasingly hard to find tenants to occupy the rooms, and because of this, the old Lemp Mansion was rarely filled.

The house’s decline continued until 1975, when Richard Pointer and his family purchased it. The Pointers began remodeling and renovating the place, working for many years to turn it into a combination restaurant and inn. But they soon discovered they were not alone in the house. The bulk of the remodeling was done in the 1970s, and during this time, construction workers reported that ghostly events were occurring in the house. Almost all of them confessed that they believed the place was haunted and told of feeling as though they were being watched. They reported hearing unexplained sounds and complained of tools vanishing and then returning in different places from where they had been left.

During the renovation work, a painter stayed overnight in the house. The following morning, he told the Pointers that he had heard the sounds of horses’ hooves on the cobblestones outside his window during the night. Pointer told the man he was mistaken; there were no cobblestones outside the house. The story stuck with Pointer for quite some time after, and later that year, he noticed that some of the grass in the yard had turned brown. He dug it up and found that beneath the top level of soil was a layer of cobblestones. During the Lemps’ residency in the house, that portion of the yard had been a drive leading to the carriage house—something that the painter could not have known.

The Pointers’ son, Dick, lived alone in the house during the renovations and became quite an expert on the ghostly manifestations. It was not uncommon for him to hear phantom footsteps in the hallways and on the stairs at night. He also heard doors slam and sometimes voices—even though he and his dog were by themselves in the mansion. He often searched the house after hearing these strange sounds, but no one else was ever there.

After the restaurant opened, staff members also reported strange occurrences. Glasses lifted off the bar and flew through the air, chairs and tables moved, unexplained sounds were heard, and occasionally visitors claimed to see glimpses of figures that were there one moment and gone the next. Doors locked and unlocked on their own, the piano in the bar (later moved to an upstairs hallway) played by itself, voices and sounds came from nowhere, and the ghost of a woman was occasionally seen on the staircase. Some claimed that it was Lillian Handlan, Billy’s ex-wife and the famed “Lavender Lady,” even though she never actually lived in the house. Perhaps the indignities she had suffered at the hands of her former husband managed to draw her to his family’s home after death.

Thanks to its long history of hauntings, the house has attracted ghost hunters from around the country. Many of them are lured by the publicity the house has received as a haunted location. The mansion has appeared in scores of magazines, newspaper articles, books, and television shows over the years, first gaining national attention in November 1980 when Life magazine included it in an article titled “Terrifying Tales of Nine Haunted Houses.”

As the years have passed, the Lemp Mansion has continued to lure visitors who are looking for strange and ghostly happenings, and I have stayed the night there many times myself. I have never been disappointed with the Lemp Mansion, even though many of my stays have been uneventful ones, at least when it comes to ghosts. The history that I have soaked up there more than makes up for the lack of anything supernatural. Whether you’re a ghost hunter or simply a history buff, I encourage you to visit the mansion of the once mighty Lemp family. Their empire may have crumbled long ago, but there is much to see here among the ruins of yesterday.

And who knows? You may just get the chance to meet one of their ghosts face-to-face.




The Gratiot Street Prison

St. Louis was a city torn apart by the Civil War. It was largely pro-Union, and yet had to deal with the rest of Missouri, which was sympathetic to the Confederacy. Among those sympathizers was Missouri’s governor, Claiborne Jackson, who came from a family of wealthy Kentucky slaveowners. He grudgingly respected the state’s March 1861 decision to remain in the Union, but when war began a month later and President Lincoln called for four regiments of volunteers from Missouri, Governor Jackson called the request “illegal, unconstitutional and revolutionary.” He refused to respond to the call for volunteers. Four days later, Union leaders ordered Capt. Nathaniel Lyon to muster four regiments into public service. Before nightfall, Lyon had his troops at the St. Louis Arsenal, supplied with both arms and ammunition.

The confusion continued for months. Secessionists met at the capital in Jefferson City so they could organize a state militia to defend against a Union invasion, while Union leaders met in St. Louis to discuss the defense of the city against the Confederates. In the end, battles were fought throughout the state, while St. Louis remained a Union stronghold, supply point, and base of operations along the Mississippi River. Under the command of Gen. Henry Halleck, St. Louis saw thousands of soldiers—from both sides of the war—swell its population to record numbers. The Federal men were there to train, convalesce, or protect the city, but the Confederate soldiers were not so lucky. Those men arrived as prisoners and were subjected to the conditions of one of the worst prison camps of the Civil War.

The Gratiot Street Prison was a crumbling stone structure that had been constructed in 1847. The imprisoned men starved, suffered, and sickened within its walls, and most of those brought there as captives died before they could gain their freedom. The horrific place had not started out as a place of imprisonment and suffering. Ironically, it began, just over a decade before, as a place where students were taught the art of healing. It had once been a medical college, organized by one of the most infamous, eccentric, and possibly dangerous men in the city.

The McDowell Medical College was founded in 1840 as the Medical Department of Kemper College. The head of the medical school was Dr. Joseph McDowell, and it became the first to be successfully established west of the Mississippi. McDowell’s school remained connected with Kemper College until 1847, when financial problems forced Kemper to drop the program. At that point, McDowell struck out on his own and constructed a building to house the school at Ninth and Gratiot Streets.

It became one of the most notorious buildings in the city, but its infamy was often overshadowed by the reputation of the school’s founder. Joseph McDowell was considered to be one of the finest doctors of his day. His eccentricities aside, he was thought of as an excellent physician and a very capable surgeon in a city where medical standards were high. Many graduates of other medical schools in St. Louis attended lectures at the McDowell school as part of a graduate course. Joseph McDowell came from a distinguished medical family, as his uncle Ephraim McDowell was known as the first doctor to successfully perform an ovariotomy, a surgical incision into an ovary.

In spite of this, McDowell’s personality traits got him talked about in the city. He was described as having “an erratic temperament that approached insanity,” and was horribly jealous of other doctors and schools. He was also an ardent secessionist and believed strongly in the rights of the Southern states and in the institution of slavery. To make his volatile political positions quite clear, he often placed a loaded revolver on the table in front of him when discussing issues of slavery, states’ rights, or secession. While known for being generous in his treatment of the poor, he was also known for his hatred of immigrants, African Americans, and Catholics. He would lecture on those subjects at street corners to anyone who would listen. After receiving numerous death threats, he made a breastplate of armor part of his regular suit for the day.

The castlelike building on Gratiot Street was erected to McDowell’s specifications. It was designed with two large wings flowing outward from an octagonal tower. The tower had been fitted with an unusual deck, around which six cannons had been placed to defend the school against possible attack. McDowell also kept the school stocked with muskets that could be handed out to the students in case of emergency. During patriotic holidays, he would pass out the rifles and march the students into the field along Seventh Street. After a short speech, he would give the command to fire the guns and set off the cannons in the direction of Mill Creek. The staff and students at the Christian Brothers College next door always made a hasty retreat when they saw the medical students assembling on the lawn.

The building had other unusual elements. The central column of the tower had niches that were intended to hold the remains of the McDowell family members after their deaths. The bodies were to be placed in alcohol-filled copper tubes. The building also included a dissecting room, chemical room, lecture hall, laboratory, and a dispensary where the poor were treated for free, as well as a rooftop observatory and offices for the doctors on staff. A massive anatomical amphitheater was fitted with six large windows so that dissections would be done with natural light. McDowell also opened a museum that contained more than three thousand specimens of birds and animals from North America. There were minerals, fossils, and antiquities, too, all of which could be viewed for a 25-cent admission. Clergy and medical men were admitted for free.

McDowell was famous for his surgical skills and emphasized anatomy in his classes. Students were required to take part in the dissection of human cadavers, a practice that would bring even more notoriety to the school. In those days, it was nearly impossible for medical colleges to get bodies for research because dissection was against the law. To obtain bodies for study, McDowell and his students were forced to go on nighttime forays into the city’s cemeteries. In this way, they introduced “body snatching” to St. Louis.

When rumors of grave robbing reached local residents, they were horrified. For the most part, the school began to be avoided as a cursed or haunted place, but occasionally the more courageous citizens were stirred into action. In one instance, the disappearance of a German immigrant woman started a riot at the McDowell College when rumors spread that she had been killed and turned into a medical cadaver. Everyone knew that McDowell hated immigrants, so he was quickly regarded as a suspect. The woman was later found, however, wandering the streets of Alton, Illinois, in a demented state.

It was an incident involving one of McDowell’s stolen corpses that changed his entire attitude about the possibility of ghosts and life after death. The incident so unsettled him that he turned away from his religious upbringing as a strict Calvinist and became an ardent Spiritualist. At one time, McDowell was an outspoken critic of anyone who believed in ghosts or other “such frauds without foundation,” but that was before the spirit of his dead mother apparently saved his life.

A German girl who lived in the neighborhood died of an unusual disease, and McDowell and some of his students stole her body and hid it away in one of the laboratories. News spread of the theft, and many of the local Germans became angry and vowed to break into the school and find the body.

McDowell received a letter warning him that the locals planned to break into the school that night, so the doctor went to the college to hide the body. When he arrived, all was quiet, and he went into the dissecting room with a light. He lifted the girl’s corpse onto his shoulder, planning to carry it to the attic and conceal it in the rafters, or perhaps hide it in a cedar chest that was out of sight in one of the closets.

“I had ascended one flight of stairs,” he reported later, “when out went my lamp. I laid down the corpse, and re-struck the light. I then picked up the body, when out went my light again. I felt for another match in my pocket, when I saw distinctly my dear, dead mother, standing a little distance off, beckoning to me.”

McDowell said that he saw her rise up a little in front of a window and then vanish. Shaken, he nevertheless climbed the steps to the attic, where he hid the body away. He went back downstairs in the darkness, and when he reached the window, he saw two Germans talking. One of them had a shotgun and the other carried a revolver. The doctor eased down the staircase, and when he got to the door of the dissecting room, he looked down the stairs into the hallway below. There were another five or six men there, and one of them was lighting a lamp. “I hesitated a moment as to what I should do,” wrote McDowell, “as I had left my pistols in the room where I took the body. I looked in the room, as it was my only chance to get away, when I saw my spirit mother standing near the table from which I had taken the corpse. I had no light, but the halo that surrounded my mother was sufficient to enable me to see the table quite plainly.”

Suddenly, footsteps sounded on the staircase below, and McDowell darted into the room. He lay down on the table where the girl’s body had been and pulled a sheet up over his face. The men came into the room to look for the dead girl among the other bodies that had been placed there. Sheets were lifted from the faces of the corpses, and when they passed the table where McDowell was hiding, one of them commented on the freshness of the corpse and the fact that he had died with his boots on. However, they did not look under sheet. McDowell was terrified that he would be discovered but claimed that he heard a soft voice in his ear, urging him to be still.

The Germans searched the building but found neither the girl’s body nor Dr. McDowell. When the doctor finally heard them depart from the school, he breathed a sigh of relief. He had been saved and gave the credit for his safety to the spirit of his mother.

At the beginning of the Civil War, McDowell’s son, Drake, joined the Confederate army under the command of Gen. Meriwether Jeff Thompson. He took two of the school’s cannons with him. McDowell also went south to serve the Confederacy as medical director for the Trans-Mississippi Department.

In November 1861, Gen. Henry Halleck took over as a commander of the Union army’s Department of the West, headquartered in St. Louis. Provost Marshal George E. Leighton seized the abandoned medical college, and it was taken over by the Union military. The building was first used as a recruiting office for St. Louis, and then it was converted into barracks for arriving soldiers. Finally, Confederate prisoners of war began to be housed in the building to help relieve the overcrowding at a smaller nearby prison, a hellish place known as Lynch’s Slave Pen.

The job of converting the medical college to a prison was given to a Major Butterworth. In December 1861, fifty men, including fifteen former slaves, were put to work renovating the college and cleaning out what the medical students had left behind. The former slaves were given the distasteful task of removing three wagonloads of human bones and assorted medical specimens that were found in the basement. Cooking stoves and sleeping bunks were constructed, and McDowell’s dissecting room was converted into a dining hall. General Halleck placed Col. James M. Tuttle in charge of the prison’s operations.

The first prisoners arrived on December 22. A large crowd of curious spectators gathered at the train depot to watch them come in, but before the train arrived, the crowd became unruly, and two regiments of soldiers from Iowa and Indiana had to be dispatched to the station to maintain order. As the train stopped, the Indiana regiment formed two lines from the cars to the prison. A military band that had assembled at the scene began to play “Yankee Doodle” as the men climbed from the train and “Hail Columbia” as they were forced to march off to the prison. The Confederates were in sorry shape when they arrived, having no uniforms and with their clothing tattered and torn. Some had rags instead of shoes on their feet, and their outer wear consisted of nothing more than blankets, quilts, and buffalo robes.

The soldiers were taken to the Gratiot Street Prison, and it was soon obvious that the prison had been poorly planned and prepared. The building’s capacity was about one-third of the number that arrived on the first day. The holding areas were badly ventilated and not suited for large numbers of people. The waste buckets that had been placed in the rooms were insufficient for the number of men who had to use them, as was the trench latrine in the yard area. In an effort to keep the prison as clean as possible, Colonel Tuttle issued an edict that would make the prisoners responsible for the cleanliness of their quarters. They were to sweep the rooms each morning and scrub them every two weeks. Unfortunately, though, the overcrowded conditions made this impossible. When the scrubbing details were enforced, water sloshed around on the floor and seeped into the lower rooms, making the situation even worse.

Conditions here were chaotic because of the lack of organization of prisoners. Prisoners of all types could be housed in the same rooms. Held within the walls were not only Confederate prisoners of war, but also suspected Southern sympathizers, bushwhackers, spies, Union deserters, and Union soldiers arrested for criminal activity. The prison even held women accused of harboring fugitives or sympathizing with the South.

Discipline in the prison was harsh, especially in the beginning, when St. Louis was still embroiled in the riots, murders, and shootings that marked the early days of the war. Guards were ordered to shoot not only those who tried to escape, but also anyone who simply stuck a head or body part out a window. There were reports that some of the guards took potshots at prisoners just to practice their aim.

The prison was a filthy, horrifying place. The population soared, and sanitary conditions and food rations further declined. The hospital was always filled, so most of the sick and dying were left lying on the floor. One prisoner wrote: “All through the night can be heard coughing, swearing, singing and praying … It is surely a hell on earth.”

The lack of space, poor food, and dearth of medical care plagued the prison. In March 1863, a smallpox epidemic raged through the close quarters, and the polluted conditions in the lower rooms declined further. Lice and bed bugs invaded the prisoners, their clothing, and everything else. Prisoners died at an alarming rate, largely thanks to outbreaks of smallpox and typhoid. The dawn of each new day would reveal one to four dead men stretched out on the cold stone floor.

In April 1863, the Western Sanitary Commission, a private agency that operated in the West during the war to help the army deal with sick and wounded soldiers, appointed two physicians to look into the situation at the prison. Among other things, they found that the bunks were spaced so tightly together that the men could scarcely pass between them, and the prisoners’ bedding had been reduced to scraps of blanket and pieces of carpet. The floors were so encrusted with filth that the stone had started to resembled dirt flooring. They concluded their report, “It is difficult to conceive how human beings can continue to live in such an atmosphere.”

A great many of them did not continue to live. Constant new inmates for the prison, many of which were dead on arrival or died soon after, propelled the population at Gratiot Street to new highs in 1864. Horrified at the rate of death and illness within the prison walls, Union surgeon general George Rex reported that despite the attention that had been called to the problem of overcrowding, the “evil still continues unabated.” The prison remained open until the end of the war. By then the conditions inside had deteriorated beyond imagination.

In the summer of 1865, Dr. McDowell returned to St. Louis. He had survived the war and, after traveling in Europe, came back to reestablish his medical school. He cleaned and renovated all the rooms except one, which he left just as it had been when the prison was open. He called that room “Hell,” and most likely the description was a fitting one.

After McDowell died in 1868, the medical school was left vacant for years. In June 1878, the south wing was condemned as being unsafe and was demolished by order of the Fire Department. The octagonal tower and the north wing remained until 1882, when they were torn down. Nothing remains of the building today, and it is merely a forgotten spot on the Ralston-Purina lot.

But for years after the building closed down for good, it was anything but a forgotten place for the people who lived in the neighborhood around the old college. To them it was a haunted and forbidding place, and not only because of the horrific experiments they believed Dr. McDowell and his ghoulish students had once conducted. The people in the area were convinced that the ghosts of men who died at the Gratiot Street Prison remained behind at the site.

According to the stories, people often heard cries and screams coming from the crumbling walls of the old prison. If they searched inside, they would find the place empty and abandoned. What could they have been hearing? Could it have been an eerie replay of the cacophony that was described by prisoners during the war? One of the former prisoners, Gavin Frost, wrote that on many nights, it was impossible to sleep because of the sounds that came from the lower levels of the prison. The natural sounds of incarcerated men were “sometimes drowned out by almost unearthly noises … laughing, shouting, stamping and howling, making night hideous with their unnatural clang.”

Could the spirits of these men have been responsible for the sounds described by the terrified local residents, as the horror of yesterday continued on into the present?




The Mystery of Patience Worth

In 1913, St. Louis became home to what supernatural enthusiasts have come to consider one of the great unsolved mysteries of all time—the riddle of Patience Worth. The story emerged at a time when St. Louis had reached the end of its “Gilded Age” and World War I was still on the horizon. The city was a different place than it had been just a few years earlier, and the glitter of the World’s Fair was beginning to tarnish. Labor troubles were beginning to plague America, including in St. Louis. During these darkening times, many people started looking for a glimmer of hope and began embracing a movement that was becoming popular in America once again.

The movement was called Spiritualism, and it was based on the idea that the dead could—and did—communicate with the living. It got its start in 1848 in Hydesville, New York, with two sisters who claimed to be able to speak to the ghost of a murdered man who haunted their home. The communications between Kate and Margaret Fox and the unseen spirit caught the attention of the entire nation, and within a year, the girls were giving public demonstrations of their psychic powers. Seemingly overnight, Spiritualism grew into a full-blown, almost cultlike movement, complete with scores of followers, its own brand of phenomena, and codes of conduct for speaking with the dead.

Spiritualists believed that ghosts could communicate through mediums, sensitive individuals who were in tune with the next world. The mediums passed along messages that were relayed while they were in a trance state. This could be done in a variety of ways, including through speech; automatic writing, where the spirit was said to control the writing hand of the medium; or devices like talking boards, which spelled out the spirits’ messages.

While most professional mediums contacted the spirit world during séances, dark-room sessions in which the ghosts supposedly manifested in various ways, many people around the country began arranging what were called “home circles.” These were small gatherings of family and friends who attempted to communicate with the spirits on an amateur level. Such sessions usually involved table-tipping, where the ghosts purportedly would knock or cause a table to tilt in reply to a question, or a talking board, which was the most popular.

Talking boards, such as Ouija boards, a popular brand of the era, were wooden trays that had been painted with the letters of the alphabet arranged in two long lines across the board. Below these letters were the numbers 1 through 10 and the words “yes” and “no.” According to those who used them, the boards allowed ordinary people to communicate with the spirits. Questions were asked aloud, and then the spirits would make a wooden pointer, called a planchette, move about on the board under the light touch of the sitters. The ghosts would then spell out messages to the people present.

Controversy has raged since the inception of talking boards as to whether these messages are real, clever hoaxes, or simply hidden thoughts that are dredged up from the unconscious mind of the sitters. Such boards are still in use today and are just as much of an enigma now as they were at the turn of the last century.

This is, perhaps, why what happened to a St. Louis housewife in 1913 still remains such a mystery after all these years.

Pearl Curran had no interest in the occult prior to 1913. Born Pearl Leonore Pollard in Mound City, Illinois, in February 1883, she grew up in Texas, playing outdoors and exploring the countryside. Her parents, George and Mary, were easygoing and never really demanded much from Pearl, which probably made her an indifferent student. She left school after the eighth grade and began to study music in Chicago, where her uncle lived. She also played the piano at her uncle’s Spiritualist church, where he was a medium. But Pearl and her parents were not Spiritualists and actually had no interest in the movement at all. Pearl had attended Sunday school as a child, but few of the teachings ever stuck with her. She did not attend church as a child and never read the Bible.

In fact, she rarely read much of anything. She had enjoyed books like Black Beauty and Little Women as a child and was always entertained by fairy tales, but, probably thanks to her lack of education, she had little interest in books or writing. Her only creative desires were to learn the piano and perhaps act on stage, but she gave up the latter idea when she married John Curran at age twenty-four.

Her marriage was as uneventful as her childhood had been. The Currans were not rich, but they did make a comfortable living. Pearl had a maid to take care of the household chores, and she and her husband enjoyed going to restaurants and to the theater. They were a social couple and enjoyed meeting friends and playing cards with neighbors in the evening. They seldom read anything, apart from the daily newspaper and some of the periodicals of the day, and never really had an opportunity to associate with well-educated writers or poets. They were happy, though, and content in their ordinary middle-class home with their close friends and acquaintances.

They never could have imagined the changes that were coming to their lives.

In the afternoons, while their husbands were at work, Pearl and her mother and a neighbor named Mrs. Hutchings would often have tea. It’s likely that the Ouija board that was in the house on the afternoon of July 8, 1913, actually belonged to Mrs. Hutchings, who was curious about the contraption. However, it’s also likely that Pearl had seen a talking board before, and perhaps even experimented with one, while at her uncle’s house. She later claimed, though, that she had no interest in it. In fact, she believed that using a Ouija board was a boring and silly pastime. Before July 8, she had never seen the pointer spell out anything but gibberish.

But this afternoon was different. To the ladies’ surprise, the message that came through the board made perfect sense. “Many moons ago I lived. Again I come. Patience Worth is my name,” it spelled out.

The three women were startled. They certainly knew no one by that name. Who was Patience Worth? Was she a real person? Pearl was the most skeptical of the three, doubting that the dead could make contact by way of a wooden board. However, at her friend’s urging, she asked the sender of the message to tell them something about herself. Replies to her queries began to come through the message board and were recorded by Pearl’s mother.

According to the spirit who called herself Patience Worth, she had lived in Dorsetshire, England, in either 1649 or 1694 (the pointer gave them both dates), but even that information was difficult to obtain. Patience spoke in an archaic fashion, using words like “thee” and “thou,” and sometimes refused to answer their questions directly. When Mrs. Hutchings pushed for more information, the spirit replied by saying, “About me ye would know much. Yesterday is dead. Let thy mind rest as to the past.” Eventually, though, the ladies learned that Patience claimed to have come to America, where she was murdered by Indians.

The initial contact with Patience Worth came through the Ouija board when Pearl and Mrs. Hutchings controlled it. But it was soon evident that Pearl was mainly responsible for the contact, for no matter who sat with her, the messages from Patience would come. The messages continued to be very strange. The spirit seemed to have an extensive knowledge not only of seventeenth-century vernacular, but also of clothing, mechanical items, musical instruments, and household articles of the period. “A good wife keepeth the floor well sanded and rushes in plenty to burn. The pewter should reflect the fire’s bright glow,” said one message from the Ouija board. “But in thy day housewifery is a sorry trade.”

Pearl was fascinated with the messages that they were receiving and began devoting more and more time to the Ouija board. Eventually, though, the messages began coming so fast that no one could write them down, and Pearl suddenly realized that she didn’t need the board anymore. The sentences were forming in her mind at the same time as they were being spelled out on the board. She began to dictate the messages from Patience to anyone who would write them. Pearl employed a secretary for a time, but later she recorded the words herself, using first a pencil and then a typewriter.

For the next twenty-five years, Patience Worth dictated hundreds of thousands of words through Pearl Curran. Her works were vast and consisted of not only her personal messages, but also creative writings that included nearly five thousand poems, a play, many short works, and several novels that were published to critical acclaim.

Shortly after Patience made her presence known, the Curran house in south St. Louis began to overflow with friends, neighbors, and curiosity seekers. When word reached the press, Casper Yost, the Sunday editor of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, began publishing articles about Pearl Curran and the mysterious spirit who seemed to be dictating to her. In 1915, he published a book called Patience Worth: A Psychic Mystery, and the housewife from St. Louis became a national celebrity.

People came from all over, and the Currans, always gracious and unpretentious, welcomed visitors who wanted to witness the automatic writing sessions when Pearl received information from Patience Worth. Authorities in the field of psychic investigation came, as well as people from all over the country who had begun to read and admire the writings attributed to Patience. The Currans never charged any admission to the house, and all of the writing sessions were conducted with openness and candor. There were no spooky séances, darkened rooms, or candles. Pearl would usually just sit in a brightly lit room with her notebook or typewriter, and when the messages came to her, she began to write.

In addition to the stories and novels, Patience produced thousands of poems through Pearl Curran. One of her unusual abilities was to create poems that would suit any topic suggested by the company present. On January 12, 1926, at Straus’s Studio in St. Louis, during a meeting of the Current Topics Club, some of the members made suggestions, and Patience composed two poems called “Lavender and Lace” and “Gibraltar.” Each poem was presented with no noticeable delay and without correction. Neither of them had ever been produced before. Poet Edgar Lee Masters was asked if anyone could actually write poetry that way, instantly and about topics suggested by a group, and he replied, “There is only one answer to that & it simply can’t be done!”

Not surprisingly, many questioned the reality of the spectral Patience Worth. Critics simply refused to believe that the whole thing was not an elaborate hoax. And Patience did not offer much help in trying to get people to believe in her. Witnesses worked hard to get Patience to offer some details about her past, but she seemed to think her origins were unimportant. However, she did mention landmarks and scenery around her former home in England. Yost, who was one of the spirit’s greatest defenders, took a trip abroad during the height of the phenomenon, and when he reached Patience’s alleged home in Dorset he did find the cliffs, old buildings, a monastery, and scenery just as Patience had described it. This was interesting but was hardly proof.

Perhaps the most convincing evidence that Patience Worth was not the conscious or unconscious creation of Pearl Curran is the material that she dictated for her books and stories. Patience seemed to be able to switch between old English dialects at will or could write in a semblance of modern English, as she did with most of her poetry.

One of the novels Patience dictated to Pearl, subsequently published, was called Telka, a poetic drama of medieval life in rural England, written mostly in Anglo-Saxon words. It was composed during a series of sittings, and as with other Patience Worth dictations, there were no revisions and no breaks where sentences left off and began again. The only comparable work to this novel is Wycliffe’s Bible of the fourteenth century, which is also composed of almost pure Anglo-Saxon. However, the language in Telka does not resemble the language in this particular Bible. In the novel, there are few words that the modern reader cannot understand, as if the desire by the writer was to create something that seemed old but could still be comprehended. Many argued that it would be impossible for a person living in turn-of-the-century St. Louis to create such a dramatic work while limiting the vocabulary to only easily understood words in an ancient form of their own language. It simply could not be done, they believed.

And this was far from Patience’s only book. The Sorry Tale was a lengthy novel that was set at the time of Christ, and in that work, the author brought to life the Jews, Romans, Greeks, and Arabians of the period. The book was also filled with an accurate knowledge of the political, social, and religious conditions of the time. Critics hailed it as a masterpiece. It had been started on July 14, 1915, and Pearl gave over two or three evenings a week to the story until it was completed. The tale proceeded as fast as John Curran could take it down in abbreviated longhand and continued each night for as long as Pearl was physically able to receive it.

Professor W. T. Allison of the English Department of the University of Manitoba stated that “no book outside of the Bible gives such an intimate picture of the earthly life of Jesus and no book has ever thrown such a clear light upon the manner of life of Jews and Romans in the Palestine of the day of our Lord.”

At the same time that The Sorry Tale was being produced, The Merry Tale was started as a relief from the sadness of the other book. For a time, work was done on both novels during a single evening.

When the first words of the next book, Hope Trueblood, appeared, the sitters gathered at the Curran home were astonished. For the first time since Patience Worth’s arrival four years earlier, the material was in plain English. Her previous stories had dealt with ancient Rome, Palestine, and medieval England. This book told the story of a young girl’s effort to find her family in Victorian England. When the book appeared in Great Britain, no clues were given as to its mysterious origins, and reviewers accepted it as the work of a new and promising British author. One critic stated, “The story is marked by strong individuality, and we should look with interest for further products of this author’s pen.”

While critics were impressed with the works she produced, those who witnessed Pearl taking dictation from the spirit were even more astounded. For instance, Telka, which came in at more than seventy thousand words, was written over several sessions but was completed in just thirty-five hours. This type of speed was fairly typical. Once, in a single evening, Patience delivered thirty-two poems, along with several short stories. On some evenings, Patience dictated portions of four novels, always resuming the work at the same place where she had left off on each. Pearl took down all of the words, usually in the presence of a number of witnesses, and never made any revisions.

Those who came to investigate the strange events often made requests of Patience in order to test her. She never hesitated to respond to questions or tasks they put to her. When asked to compose a poem on a certain subject, she would deliver the stanzas so quickly that they had to be taken down in shorthand. Weeks later, when asked to reproduce the poem, she could do so without any changes or errors. One night, author and psychic investigator Walter Franklin Prince, who was a regular visitor to the Curran house, posed an unusual task for Patience. Could she deliver a poem about the “folly of being an atheist” while simultaneously producing a dialogue that might take place between a wench and a jester at a medieval-era fair? He asked that she alternate the dialogue every two or three lines. Not only could Patience accomplish this, but she did it so quickly that dictation was given to Pearl within eight seconds after the request was made. When she finished, Pearl stated that she felt as if her head had been placed in a steel vise.

It should come as no surprise to learn that Pearl Curran’s life was permanently changed by the arrival of Patience Worth. While the alliance was undoubtedly a wondrous affair, as Pearl often stated, it also demanded a lot from her, both physically and mentally. She never allowed herself to become obsessed with Patience, though, and the Currans never attempted to exploit the “partnership” for material gain. Pearl continued, with the help of her maid, to do all her own shopping, cooking, and housework, and she continued to visit with friends as she had always done. Two or three nights each week were set aside for writing sessions, and Patience always dictated to Pearl no matter how many people were in the house. She only stopped when frightened by loud or sudden noises, or when Pearl halted to converse with the guests.

Pearl explained that as the words flowed into her head, she would feel a pressure and then scenes and images would appear to her. She would see the details of each scene. If two characters were walking along a road, she would see the roadway, the grass on both sides of it, and perhaps the landscape in the distance. If they spoke a foreign language, she would hear them speaking, but above them, she would hear the voice of Patience as she interpreted the speech and indicated what part of the dialogue she wanted in the story. She would sometimes even see herself in the scenes, standing as an onlooker or moving among the characters. The experience was so sharp and vivid that she became familiar with things that she never could have known about while living in St. Louis. These items included lamps, jugs, and cooking utensils used long ago in distant countries, types of clothing and jewelry worn by people in other times, and the sounds and smells of places that she had never even heard of before.

On one occasion, Pearl was shown the image of a small yellow bird sitting on a hedge. Patience wished to include it in a poem, but Pearl had no idea what type of bird it was. Finally, Patience became frustrated and said, “He who knoweth the hedgerows knoweth the yellow-hammer.” Pearl and her husband later consulted an old encyclopedia and saw that the yellow-hammer in her vision was a type of bird not seen in America, only in England.

In spite of the visions and odd experiences, Pearl never went into a trance during the writing sessions, as a Spiritualist medium would have done. She understood the writing as it came, and yet while calling out the words to the stenographer, she would smoke cigarettes, drink coffee, and eat. She always seemed to be aware of her surroundings, no matter what else might be going on with Patience.

As time passed, Pearl was not completely satisfied with the literary reputation that was being achieved by Patience Worth. She became determined to take up writing herself, even though she had never written anything before and never had the urge to do so. Unfortunately, though, her writings reflected her lack of education and talent. She wound up selling two of her stories to the Saturday Evening Post, but likely more for her fame as a conduit for Patience than for her own literary ability.

Patience was tolerant of, but condescending toward her host and her abilities, which was likely what created a sort of love-hate relationship between them. Patience was often irritated with Pearl but never failed to show her kindness. She simply seemed to think that her human counterpart was slightly stupid and that only by perseverance was she able to make herself known, especially when Pearl failed to grasp the spellings and meanings of certain words. But they plodded on together, continuing to amass a great body of work until about 1922.

It was in that year that the connection between the two of them began to deteriorate, possibly due to changes in Pearl’s life and the fact that she had become pregnant for the first time at age thirty-nine. After Pearl’s husband and mother both died, the contact between Patience and Pearl became less and less frequent, until eventually it died away.

By that time, public interest in the mystery had also faded, especially since no solution had ever been offered as to how the St. Louis housewife had accomplished such remarkable feats. After the publication of several books and hundreds of poems, interest in Patience Worth vanished and cynicism replaced it. Debunkers accused Pearl of hiding her literary talent in order to exploit it in such a bizarre way and become famous. However, exhaustive studies have shown this to be highly unlikely, if not impossible. Scholars have analyzed Patience’s works and have found them to be accurate in historical detail and written in such a way that only someone with an intimate knowledge of the times could have created them.

Pearl Curran died in California on December 4, 1937. The St. Louis Globe-Democrat headlined her obituary with the words “Patience Worth Is Dead.” And whatever the secret of the mysterious “ghost writer,” it went to the grave with her.

So what really happened in this case, and why does it remain today as one of our great unsolved mysteries? Was an entity actually speaking to Pearl from beyond the grave? Or could the writings have simply come from her unconscious mind?

It was never verified that Patience Worth actually lived in the 1600s, and yet experts who studied Pearl Curran doubted that she could have produced the works attributed to the ghost on her own. She was a woman of limited education with no knowledge of the language used or the history and subject matter that was written about by the alleged Patience Worth. Pearl simply could not have created such works of literary quality on her own.

But could the writings have come from her unconscious mind? Was Patience Worth a secondary personality of Pearl Curran? This too seems unlikely, because on the rare occasions when secondary (or split) personalities have been documented, they have always been shown to supplant the main personality for a time. This was not true in Pearl’s case. Her own personality coexisted with that of Patience Worth, and Pearl was well aware of this fact.

So what really did happen at the Curran house in 1913? Was it a true case of afterlife communication or the greatest hoax ever perpetrated on both the literary and paranormal communities? It’s unlikely that we will ever know for sure. In the absence of any other explanation, this one will have to remain filed under “unexplained.”




Hauntings of Washington University

Reports of haunted schools and colleges are not uncommon. Tales of lingering students, former teachers, and spectral custodians are told about schools all over Missouri, including several in St. Louis. But if one school or college in the city could be labeled as “most haunted,” it’s undoubtedly Washington University. This respected school has an interesting—and rather checkered—history, and many believe that remnants of the past have lingered behind.

Washington University was started in the mid-1850s, thanks to the efforts of Rev. William Greenleaf Eliot, who started the first Congregational Society in St. Louis. He later became known as the organizer of the Unitarian Church in the region. He was a well-liked and popular man and was always eager to raise money for good causes. To Eliot, one of the best causes was education. In that, he found agreement with Wayman Crow, one of his most loyal supporters. Although self-educated, Crow constantly advocated the advantages of a formal education, and he and Eliot often spoke of the need for a new school in St. Louis. After Crow was elected to the state senate, he carefully drafted the charter of the Eliot Seminary, which was originally a grammar school with two teachers and thirty students. The first board of directors under the charter was organized in February 1854, and it was at this meeting that the name Washington University was chosen. Three years later, the charter was changed to reflect this.

Crow then began to solicit fellow businessmen and politicians for their help in funding the college, and in the winter of 1854–55, the first of Washington University’s evening classes were conducted. The classes became the beginning of the O’Fallon Polytechnic Institute, which eventually became the university’s engineering department. The university was officially inaugurated on April 22, 1857, and slowly began to grow. In 1859, Mary Institute was opened as part of the university (it later became an independent school), and the St. Louis Law School was organized in 1860, although classes were delayed until 1867 because of the Civil War.

The first campus of the university was developed under William Eliot with help from Wayman Crow. Additions were made in 1871, and in 1879, construction was started on the St. Louis School and Museum of Fine Arts. This structure, which housed both an art school and the city’s first important art museum, was a gift from Wayman Crow. Several new structures were added over the next few years, and by the time of the 1904 World’s Fair, seven new buildings stood unoccupied on the campus. These buildings were put into service for the fair and then later were added to the university. In the years that followed, the university continued to grow through new construction and the addition of new buildings that already stood on the growing campus. It is now a landmark in the city and is considered one of the finest universities in the region.
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