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INTRODUCTION

When you’re talking about theater ghosts, the words “stage fright” take on a whole new meaning.

I’d heard rumors about haunted theaters for years from both actors (I’ve used the currently popular form “actor” to refer to either gender throughout this book) and on backstage tours. But it wasn’t until I started to investigate some of the folklore for myself that I discovered the hard part wasn’t finding theaters that are haunted. If anything, it was finding theaters that aren’t haunted. For some reason, it seems that more spirits have taken up residence in playhouses than just about any other type of venue.

Certainly many of the apparitions people think they see can be explained away rather easily. Actors might simply be experiencing a case of the jitters during rehearsals or before a performance. A crew member might become spooked working in a darkened theater or closing up alone at night. Some of the unusual sounds the staff hears in a darkened playhouse can be dismissed as the customary noises you would expect in any old building, especially one with outdated pipes and heating systems.

But then there are the other cases.

Paranormal experts are quick to point out that ghosts don’t typically haunt people. They haunt places.

When they do, it’s usually because the apparitions were associated with the locations when they were alive. Often they return because they felt comfortable, happy, at home.

On the dark side, however, there are just as many ghosts who return (or perhaps never leave) a particular place because they have unsettled business there or their lives were tragically cut short at that spot by murder or death.

Well, it’s no wonder, then, that actors come back from the Other Side. They are passionate, high-energy individuals who spend their lives pulling personal experiences from deep within themselves to create characters and illuminate a playwright’s words. There’s a reason why performers say, when a show is going poorly, that they’re “dying” onstage.

The backstage crew, technicians, office and management staff, and even people in the audience are no less intensely involved. And just as many of them have returned to haunt theaters after their final curtains.

It might just be this quintessential energy they all share—their excitement, essence, soul, or whatever you want to call it—that either imprints itself on the theater when that person is alive or comes back to take another bow after he or she is no longer flesh and blood.

(In fact, maybe it’s this “electrical spark” that causes some of the most frequent spectral phenomena in haunted theaters: lights that flicker or go on and off, seemingly of their own free will.)

One thing is certain: phantoms can’t help but to command attention.

And isn’t that part of what being in show business is all about? In the relatively tight confines of a playhouse, ghosts are almost guaranteed a captive audience when they come back from the Great Beyond to make one more curtain call.

The theater world has a great deal of magic and mystery about it. Because every performance is unique, it is by definition “here today, gone tomorrow.” Live theater can’t help but have a feel of the ephemeral—much like ghosts themselves.

The spectres you’ll meet on these pages may be gone, mortally, but they’re not forgotten. The supernatural performances these resident ghosts put on have been seen by dozens—even scores—of people, sometimes over several generations.

There are hundreds, if not thousands, of theaters around the world that claim to have resident ghosts. From this wealth of material, I’ve selected the stories in this book with great care to represent a wide variety of playhouses and different types of phantoms that haunt them. I’ve tried to find out as much as possible about who the spirits were when they were (as Shakespeare said) on this “mortal coil,” and why they might have returned to these particular playhouses. As a result, you’ll probably find these tales much more detailed than you would the typical “campfire” ghost story. But it’s my sincere hope that this’ll make my liberal retelling of the tales even more intriguing, grounded as they are with factual names, dates, and places.

I also wanted to give you a sense of the theaters themselves. Playhouses are not merely buildings. Each one has its own living history. And sometimes they seem to put on shows of their own.

I’ve broken the book down into four parts with several stories in each. (If you want, think of them as the acts and scenes in a play script.) I’ve started out on the Great White Way: Broadway. Part Two explores the many regional theaters scattered across America, from coast to coast. The next section jumps north to Canada; and finally, we cross the Atlantic to call on the theaters in London’s West End.

Following the tales of terror, I’ve added two appendices that give you additional background and insight into the ghost legends.

“‘Boo’ks!” is a descriptive bibliography of the books and videos I consulted while preparing Haunted Theaters. It also provides the addresses for some of the leading Web sites where you can find lists of spirit-infested theaters (as well as other types of venues), categorized by country; state, province, or territory; and city.

Want to visit the theaters for yourself? “Spooky Sites” is where you’ll find all of the contact information, including street addresses, telephone numbers, and Web sites for all of the playhouses featured in this book.

So turn the page. It’s time to go backstage to visit some of the most haunted theaters in the world.


Part One

THE GREAT WHITE WAY

Curtain up! Where better to begin our survey of haunted playhouses than on that magical street of dreams: Broadway. Our first four stops are at just a few of the theatrical houses on the Great White Way that have welcomed ghosts back into their casts.

First we’ll greet impresario David Belasco, who built (and now returns to) his own theater in the heart of Manhattan. A former Ziegfeld girl still steals the show over at the New Amsterdam, the home of the Follies for many years. At least a half dozen phantoms are still “playing the Palace.” And finally there’s the story of Frances Alda, the fiery diva who insisted on having encores at the old Metropolitan Opera House—by staying on for more than a decade after her death.


Chapter 1

The Bishop of Broadway

If you catch the flicker of a tall, fatherly phantom perched in a box seat at the Belasco Theatre in New York, don’t be frightened. It’s merely the ghost of the theater’s original owner, haunting his old playhouse to catch the show.

Sitting in his private box overlooking the stage, David Belasco was in his usual state of nervous excitement on opening night. He was confident about the show itself. As usual, he had personally supervised the production. But this time he had also written the play. And it dealt with a controversial, if popular, subject: the possibility of ghosts crossing back from the Other Side.

When the play The Return of Peter Grimm premiered on October 17, 1911, the Spiritualist movement was in its heyday. Just a half-century earlier, in March 1848, two young girls, the Fox sisters, had started a sensation when they claimed to have communicated with a spirit occupying their family home in upstate New York. Even though they later would recant their story, the new quasi-religious movement known as Spiritualism had taken on a life of its own. By the turn of the century, there were hundreds of so-called mediums who offered their services to those wishing to contact lost loved ones. It didn’t matter that many of them were exposed as frauds, caught bare-handed producing fake manifestations in the darkness of the séance room. People still wanted to believe.

Belasco had a very good feeling about his new play. His life had always been in the theater, a world of make-believe and illusion, but he was also grounded in the no-nonsense “business” world of “show.” His parents had moved from London to San Francisco during the Gold Rush, and David was born in the City by the Bay in 1853. His mother enrolled him in a monastery school, but the lively young boy ran away. His real passion was the stage. Drawn to the bustling theater scene in the Bay area, he wrote his first play by the time he was twelve. Before long, he was onstage as an actor, working as a stage manager, or directing shows, and all the while writing more plays. By the time he moved to New York City in 1882, more than a hundred of them had been performed.

At first, he managed the Madison Square Theater stage while turning out scripts, and then later worked for the great producer Charles Frohman, but within thirteen years his plays were so successful that he was able to become an independent producer. In 1902, he leased the Theatre Republic (today known as the New Victory Theater). Located near the corner of Forty-Second Street and Seventh Avenue, it had been built two years earlier by theater magnate Oscar Hammerstein, grandfather of Oscar Hammerstein II, the famous lyricist and partner of composer Richard Rodgers. In typical fashion for an emerging impresario, Belasco renamed the theater for himself.

By the time Belasco took over the Theatre Republic, more than twenty-five of his plays had been performed in New York, including the one-act tragedy Madame Butterfly. Based on an 1898 short story by John Luther Long and produced at the Herald Square Theatre in 1900, it became one of the sources for the famous Puccini opera. His 1905 drama The Girl of the Golden West would also be musicalized by the famed Italian composer.

Then, on October 16, 1907, Belasco opened his own theater, the Stuyvesant, on West Forty-Fourth Street. The producer-playwright-director was always interested in providing a spectacle, so the architect George Keister designed a Neo-Georgian–style theater that could accommodate all of the showman’s whims. There were lamps made by Tiffany, carved woodwork, and eighteen large murals by the artist Everett Shinn.

The auditorium was deliberately wide and shallow so that all of the approximately one thousand seats were close to the proscenium with clear, unobstructed views of the stage. Belasco believed the theatrical experience depended in part upon the actors and audience being near one another.

Belasco loved to carefully paint his stage pictures by using the newest techniques in lighting, including his own pioneering work in colored silks and gels. To accomplish this, the playhouse had an immense electrical board with sixty-five dimmers—a huge number for the period.

The floor of the stage had an elevator that could be lowered to the basement workshops to lift sets into view. This complemented the enormous wing space and the traditional fly galleries.

Even though Belasco’s plays were often mawkish or sentimental by today’s standards, he believed in realistic sets. He would decorate them down to the smallest detail. If the play called for a kitchen, the taps in the sink had to have running water. For one play, he installed a working restaurant on the stage.

In addition to all this, there was a backstage elevator to Belasco’s personal ten-room duplex apartment built atop the theater. His private rooms were decorated with a Gothic, monk-like sensibility. At some point, Belasco had taken up dressing in black and wearing a cleric’s collar, sometimes even going so far as to don a cassock. His priestly attire led to his being nicknamed “the Bishop of Broadway,” a soubriquet he amusedly embraced. Was it a callback to his brief Catholic schooling or mere eccentricity?

Regardless, the flamboyant Belasco could hardly be considered a saint. It was well known that, even though he was a married man, and despite his wardrobe’s pretensions to celibacy, Belasco’s leading ladies and up-and-coming actresses would frequently accompany him back to his penthouse. And the din from his lavish late-night parties could often be heard in the rooms below.

In 1910, the Theatre Republic returned to its original name, and subsequently, on September 17, the Stuyvesant was rechristened the Belasco Theatre—the name it retains to this day.

Now, just a year later, the curtain was about to rise on The Return of Peter Grimm, the new three-act play into which Belasco had placed his body and soul. In the program, he noted what had led him to write the fantasy. Ever since childhood he had wondered whether the dead might be able to return. It was what he called “the eternal riddle of the living.”

When he was a boy, he had read a story in which those in the Beyond “foretold dangers to loved ones.” Throughout his youth, his mother had such premonitions. One time, for example, she begged him not to go on a steamboat outing with his friends, but pooh-poohing her fears, he ignored her. Once onboard, however, the forewarning echoed in his mind. He could envision her tear-streamed face as she called out, “I wish you would not go, Davy.” At the last minute, he rushed down the gangway and off the boat. During the excursion, a disaster onboard led to several people, including many of the children, being killed or injured. Was her presentiment precognition or perhaps a warning from the Other Side?

Belasco’s belief in Unknown Forces was reinforced when his beloved mother returned to talk to him from beyond the grave. After a long day of troubled rehearsals for his play Zaza, Belasco fell, exhausted, into a sound sleep. In the middle of the night, he abruptly awoke to see his mother, dressed all in white, standing at the foot of his bed. She called his boyhood name, “Davy! Davy!”, over and over. She said she was dying but that he was not to grieve. She simply had to see him one more time. And with that, the vision faded as her form slipped out of the room.

Belasco feared the worst. He jumped out of bed and roused his whole family. “My mother is dead. I know she is dead,” he wailed. What else could the spectral encounter have meant? His family tried to comfort him: He was only dreaming, they said. Or perhaps it was a hallucination. But Belasco wasn’t able to get back to sleep that night.

The next afternoon he went to lunch with one of his staff. The man had also been preoccupied with the difficult run-throughs at the theater, so he had forgotten to give Belasco a telegraph message that had arrived that morning. His mother had died the night before in San Francisco at the same time Belasco had seen her spirit in his room.

What finally led to writing Peter Grimm was his association with actor David Warfield. Discovered by Belasco in 1901, Warfield became one of the top comedy actors on the New York stage in the early twentieth century. His forte was playing kindly but cranky old gentlemen set upon by everyday mishaps and the vicissitudes of life. Belasco conceived the character of Grimm as a caring but stern taskmaster who recognizes the errors of his mortal ways when he has the chance to return as a phantom, and in Warfield, Belasco felt he had the perfect person to sympathetically portray him.

The story Belasco crafted was simple. A seemingly robust, prosperous, unmarried Dutchman, Peter Grimm enjoys his life to the fullest on his estate just north of New York City. His doctor knows the truth, however—that his friend will soon die—and, without disclosing the seriousness of his condition, gets Grimm to make a pact that whichever of them dies first will try to return to let the other person know that an Afterlife exists. After he passes over, Grimm does come back, but he discovers the difficulty of making contact and interacting with the living.

The play was filled with melodramatic flourishes and clichés, such as a greedy minister, a nosy parson’s wife, a virginal young ward and her poor suitor, a deceitful cad of a nephew, a frail child “sensitive” to spirits, all wrapped up in a tale of thwarted love made right. But it also had long, lyrical passages in which the possibility of life after death was explored.

As the house lights lowered that October evening, Belasco smiled as he surveyed the murmuring audience in his magnificent auditorium. The curtain slowly started to rise. This was Belasco’s favorite part of the evening: As a play begins to weave its spell, it’s magic time.

The show was a huge critical and popular success. The initial production continued for six months, which was a healthy run for the time. Belasco later revealed that the play had been written during the last year and a half of his daughter Augusta’s life. She liked to keep the manuscript by her bedside, and the promise of the Next World seemed to comfort her. She often remarked, “Yes, Father, it is all true. I believe every word of it.” Belasco later commented that although none of them knew it at the time, “the dear child was preparing to leave the world.”

Over the next nineteen years, Belasco would produce more than fifty plays at his namesake theater, including a brief revival of Peter Grimm in the fall of 1921, with Warfield once again in the title role.

(Also along the way, in December 1915, Belasco wrote Van der Decken, based on the legend of the ghost ship, the Flying Dutchman. The play, also featuring Warfield, toured on the road, but it was never produced in New York.)

Belasco was passionate about the theater that bore his name. He spent much of the last twenty years of his life within its walls, writing, producing, and directing. It gave him fame, wealth, and enormous happiness—not to mention a very active “personal” life. He died in New York in May 1931 at the age of seventy-one. But is it any surprise that he has never left the building?

After Belasco’s death, his theater was leased, first to actress and producer Katherine Cornell, then for a time to the wife of playwright Elmer Rice. The Group Theatre took residency in the playhouse in December 1934. Formed three years earlier by theater titans Harold Clurman, Cheryl Crawford, and Lee Strasberg, the Group Theatre sought to provide a natural style of acting derived from the teachings of the Russian master Constantin Stanislavski. Among their landmark productions at the theater were Clifford Odets’s Awake and Sing, Golden Boy, and Rocket to the Moon. In 1948, the playhouse became part of the Shubert Organization. Then for a few years, from mid-1949 until November 1953, NBC broadcast radio plays from the theater, but after that, legitimate plays started anew.

Throughout all this, Belasco’s ghost was lurking in the shadows.

Almost immediately after his death, stage crew and actors started spotting his phantom all over the theater. But this was no wispy wraith. He could always be recognized by his white, tousled hair and the priest-like outfit, either a black shirt with collar and jacket or sometimes a monk’s robe. It was unmistakably Belasco.

Sometimes his ghost could be seen sitting alone in the balcony. Or he would make his way backstage to shake hands with the actors or even give them a word of encouragement or advice. More than one actress complained that a man dressed as a Catholic parson pinched her derriere.

Late at night, after the audience had gone, crew members, cast, and office personnel would hear laughing, singing, and footsteps—even the sound of a party in full swing—emanating from the closed-off area overhead that used to be Belasco’s penthouse suite. At least one stagehand reported hearing the gears and chains of Belasco’s old private elevator moving, even though the lift had been disabled for some time. For many years, the stage doorman claimed that every day at 4 p.m. his dog would growl at an invisible presence. It was at that time of the day Belasco had been prone to take a leisurely stroll about the building.

The distinct odor of Belasco’s burning cigar could occasionally be caught in the air backstage. Doors on set pieces might open or slam shut without assistance. And, from time to time, the front curtain would go up, pause for a few moments, then lower on its own. Was it Belasco giving a helping hand, trying to get the show to begin?

Belasco’s spirit would also leave the confines of backstage and the auditorium to wander around the theater’s hallways and stairwells. An usher claimed that one night when she jokingly said, “Good night, Mr. Belasco,” while closing up the lobby, all of the doors facing out onto Forty-Fourth Street suddenly swung open simultaneously by themselves.

Over time, the ghost’s appearance came to be considered a lucky omen. He often showed up on opening nights in his favorite, otherwise empty, private box.

But his appearances stopped abruptly in 1970 when Oh! Calcutta! transferred to the theater from downtown. With its full frontal nudity, the show was quite daring at the time, but why this should have scared away the spectre of a man who was well-known for indulgences of the flesh is unknown.

Rumors persisted that the theater was haunted, although for thirty years reports of the ghost actually materializing were rare.

But apparently with the new millennium, Belasco has chosen to show himself once again. His spectre was seen during the run of Enchanted April when it played at the theater in 2003. The following year, several cast members of Dracula, the Musical heard sounds of an argument between a spectral man and woman seemingly coming from behind a large portrait of David Belasco hanging near the stage door. When the painting was lifted away from the wall, there was nothing there.

Surely one of the disembodied voices was Belasco’s, but who did the other belong to? Well, Belasco always loved the ladies. Has he found a companion in the Afterlife? One actress recently claimed that while taking a shower in her locked dressing room she heard someone—or something—enter by the locked door. When she peeked out from behind the curtain, she saw a hazy, blue glow hovering in mid-air. Others have seen the Blue Lady, as some are now calling the spirit light, in the house itself. So far, there have been few sightings of this second ghostly presence in the Belasco Theatre, but once they’ve manifested, phantoms tend to stick around.

The Bishop of Broadway may have to get used to sharing the limelight.


Chapter 2

The Ziegfeld Girl

She was on top of the world. She was one of Ziegfeld’s favorites. And she got to marry a movie star. But after a late night of revels, ex-Ziegfeld chorine Olive Thomas accidentally took her final bow. Now she’s returned to the theater of her happy past.

Looking into the mirror in the bathroom of her hotel suite in Paris, Olive couldn’t quite focus her eyes. It had been a wild night of partygoing. But why shouldn’t she have fun? She was on her second honeymoon. Her husband, Jack, was already passed out on the bed in a drunken stupor. If only she could get to sleep. Maybe there was something there on the washstand she could take to calm herself down, help her doze off. There: That must be the sleeping pills. In the blue bottle.

“Ollie,” as she was known to her friends, had been born Oliva R. Duffy in Charleroi, Pennsylvania, near Pittsburgh, in 1894. She married a local man, Bernard Thomas, at sixteen, but, after two years, they divorced and she moved to New York City.

While working in a department store in Harlem, she entered a contest to find the “Most Beautiful Girl in New York City,” being held by the successful commercial artist Howard Chandler Christy, who was already well-known for his sketches of young, nymph-like ladies (the so-called Christy Girls).

Olive thought she had a real chance. Her skin was flawless, delicate, almost translucent. Long eyelashes rimmed her violet-blue eyes, and a curled mane cascaded over her shoulders. She won the title.

This led to her being drawn by Harrison Fisher, the “Father of a Thousand Girls,” whose work, like Christy’s, featured young, attractive women. Olive’s wholesome yet provocative look led to her likeness appearing on the cover of the Saturday Evening Post.

Fisher always claimed that what happened next was a result of a letter of introduction that he wrote. Olive claimed she secured the appointment on her own. Regardless of how the meeting was arranged, the ingenue caught the eye of Florenz Ziegfeld.

Ziegfeld. The very name conjures up an image of spectacle, elaborate sets, glittering costumes, and, most important, gorgeous girls.

Although he had dabbled in entertainment at the 1893 Chicago World’s Columbian Exposition, the showman got his real start by promoting the Polish-French performer Anna Held, including his scandalous press releases about her taking baths in tubs full of milk. The handsome, mustachioed impresario and the vivacious, curvaceous Held were lovers for sixteen years, until 1913, but they never married.

It was Held who first suggested to “Flo” that he produce an American version of the Parisian Folies Bergère. His first Ziegfeld Follies was staged in 1907, and they became an annual event through 1931. Over the years, the extravaganzas appeared in a number of different theaters, but its zenith coincided with its move to the magnificent New Amsterdam Theatre on June 16, 1913.

Olive remembered the first time she walked into the New Amsterdam. No wonder the New York Times had dubbed it the “House Beautiful” when producers Klaw and Erlanger opened its doors in 1903.

The eleven-story building, designed by architects Herts and Tallant, contained two theaters (the main auditorium and the rooftop stage), offices, broad staircases, elevators, several plush lounges, and a spacious lobby. The swirling, floral and fauna Art Nouveau decorations and walls were set in green, mother of pearl, and mauve. Murals representing the history of theater and Hendrik Hudson’s founding of New Amsterdam (the early settlement that became New York City) graced its walls. The main theater sat 1,750 in three levels with twelve boxes.

Before Ziegfeld arrived, the New Amsterdam was home to classics—its opening production was A Midsummer Night’s Dream—and musicals, including the premieres of George M. Cohan’s Forty-five Minutes from Broadway, George Bernard Shaw’s Caesar and Cleopatra, and Frank Lehar’s The Merry Widow. But it was the Ziegfeld Follies that defined the ornate theater for the first quarter of the twentieth century.

Ziegfeld had a simple formula for his shows: Combine the most melodious songs assembled from Broadway’s top tunesmiths, great singers, the funniest comedians from the vaudeville stage, and lavish sets with luxurious yet revealing costumes filled with strikingly good-looking women. The shows were sumptuous; the girls were ravishing. It was a match made in heaven.

From its inception, the New Amsterdam also housed a rooftop theater, originally called the Aerial Gardens. Although such stages were popular at the time, most consisted of little more than a simple raised platform placed in a nightclub setting surrounded by potted greenery. The Aerial Gardens, however, was a complete, enclosed miniature theater that could be operated year-round (although it was usually open only in the summer).

Ziegfeld renamed the space Danse de Follies when he began producing his more risqué Midnight Frolic there in 1915.

Some of the girls in the revue, which was most often frequented by men only, were clad only in balloons, which patrons could pop by the adroit touch of a cigar. To further titillate audiences, the showroom included a glass dance floor on a balcony, so Lotharios sitting below could peek up the skirts of the ladies overhead. The room’s name was later changed to the Dresden Theatre and, in 1923, to the Frolic Theatre.

Standing on the main stage downstairs to audition for the great Ziegfeld in 1916, Olive Thomas was overwhelmed. She had heard all of the theater gossip about him. For the last five years of his relationship with Held, Ziegfeld had another much younger mistress, the actress Lillian Lorraine, whom he had started to feature in various shows starting in 1909. In 1914, he left both Held and Lorraine behind when he married Billie Burke, who appeared in the Follies the following year.

But the marriage didn’t stop Ziegfeld’s roving, womanizing ways. After all, a pretty girl is like a melody, or so said the Irving Berlin song the composer wrote for the Follies of 1919, so why shouldn’t he play a tune whenever the opportunity present itself?

The master knew beauty, and Olive was instantly hired. Before long, she was in the Follies, dancing her heart out in a green beaded dress, matching feathered headband, and sash. She was such a coquette that, when the rooftop garden opened, she was moved upstairs to the friskier Frolic.

Olive found herself being admired and pursued by a string of wealthy gentlemen, many of whom plied her with expensive gifts. Peruvian artist Alberto Vargas convinced her to model for him, naked from the waist up. One of the other men to frequent the Frolic was movie actor and man-about-town Jack Pickford. Brother to silent film star Mary Pickford, Jack had followed his older sister to Hollywood, and by the time he met Olive, Jack had appeared in almost a hundred shorts and features.

Over the course of eight months, Pickford romanced Olive, figuratively sweeping her off her feet night after night on the dance floor. They eloped in October 1916, and although they always remained deeply in love, the marriage was far from smooth. Pickford was an alcoholic and had a wandering eye, and both of them enjoyed their libations and crazy nights. When they were together, they would fight, make up, fight, exchange costly gifts, and then fight some more. Their stormy marriage became fodder for the tabloids and movie star magazines.

Increasingly, the two were often separated by work. Independent of her husband and the Follies, Olive had been signed for the movies. Within just four years, she would appear in more than twenty, and in 1920, she played the title character in the film The Flapper, the first time that term appeared.

Meanwhile, for a time in 1918 after the U.S. entry into World War I, Pickford joined the navy, but after hushed-up accusations of bribery and his procurement of ladies for officers, he was quietly given a “medical” discharge to avoid scandal.

In August 1920 the pair decided to take a romantic getaway to Paris, and they holed up in the Hotel Ritz. On September 9 they hit the nightclub district of Montparnasse and then stumbled home to their suite around 3 a.m. Both had been drinking, perhaps too much for their own good. Jack soon fell asleep, but Olive just couldn’t get her mind to relax. So here she was, wandering into the bathroom, hoping that perhaps she could find something there that could help her get some sleep.

She stood over the washbasin and tried to read the labels on the bottles, but many of them were in French. What is this? she thought, picking up one of the bottles. It’s so pretty. Tinted blue. Odd, though. Almost in the shape of a tiny coffin. She sniffed the liquid contents. A small whiff of alcohol. Even if it weren’t a sleeping draught, she decided, it might help calm her nerves. She tossed back her head, tilted the bottle, and drank.

She immediately felt the burning sensation in her throat and a sharp stab to her stomach. Suddenly her mind cleared and snapped to attention. Knowing only limited French, she frantically struggled to comprehend the writing on the bottle.

“Oh, my God! Jack!”

Pickford, roused by the scream, woke to see his wife fall to the floor. He snatched up the bottle that had dropped to her side. He knew exactly what it was: the mercury bichloride that he kept to treat his chronic syphilis. What had his wife done?

He lunged for the phone and had the hotel call a doctor. Desperately, Jack forced her to drink and swallow raw eggs as she slipped in and out of consciousness to try to get her to vomit. But it was no use. Finally the physician arrived, and he pumped her stomach three times in quick succession. By 9 a.m. Olive Thomas lay in a bed in nearby Neuilly Hospital. In the ensuing hours, she would come around, be lucid for a few moments, apologize to Jack for her dreadful accident or call for her mother, and then slip back into sleep. Throughout it all, Jack stayed by her side.

Despite all the doctor’s ministrations, the amount of toxic fluid she had ingested took its toll, and her kidneys shut down. After she died, Pickford returned his wife’s body to the United States for burial. After a packed service at St. Thomas Episcopal Church in New York City, she was laid to rest in Woodlawn Cemetery in the Bronx on September 29, 1920.

Although Pickford always swore he had been asleep in the next room when Olive drank the poison, a small scandal later suggested that he had left the hotel and was out on the streets looking for drugs. Rumor also had it that she was high on cocaine at the time and that, far from it being an accident, she had actually committed suicide. The truth will never be known.

Jack would go on to marry twice after Olive’s death, both times to former Ziegfeld girls. He died in Paris in January 1933 in a room that overlooked the hospital where his beloved Olive had died.

Almost immediately after her death, Olive’s faded ghost began to appear backstage and in the lower lounges at the theater. But one of the most widely reported occurrences didn’t take place until 1952 when a workman twice claimed to have seen the pale spectre of a Follies girl in a white dress wearing a gold sash with the name Olive emblazoned on it. Both times she abruptly vanished right before his eyes. He recognized the apparition as Thomas; he had been on the Follies crew as a young man when she performed in the theater, and he had always adored the dazzling showgirl.

The years were not kind to the New Amsterdam. In 1927 Ziegfeld opened his own playhouse (the aptly named Zieg-feld Theatre) on Sixth Avenue and Fifty-Fourth Street, and he moved his Follies there. (It was also where he produced one of the seminal works of American theater: Showboat.)

At first the New Amsterdam, which had always housed other shows between Follies seasons, continued to flourish. Its new productions included Whoopee, The Band Wagon, Face the Music, and Roberta. It was even home to rival Follies-like shows, including Earl Carroll’s Vanities in 1930 and George White’s Scandals in 1935.

But by then the Great Depression had forced many Broadway theaters to close or switch to movies or burlesque. After having shuttered temporarily in 1936, the New Amsterdam, the last holdout on fabled Forty-Second Street, finally succumbed in 1937, becoming a movie palace—ironically reopening with the Max Roach film version of A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

Over the next half century, the interior of the once-splendid jewel box wasn’t maintained, and it quickly deteriorated. Due to lobbying by preservationists, the building, both inside and out, was declared a New York City landmark in 1979, and the Nederlander Organization purchased it three years later with the hopes of restoring it. But the damage from the many years of decay turned out to be far worse than initial inspections had suggested, and the theater was sold to the state.

Amid the blare of the action films that had become the theater’s staple fare throughout the 1960s and 1970s, Olive went into hiding and eventually was all but forgotten.

[image: image]

Dana woke with a start and looked at the clock on his bed stand. It was after 2 a.m. Who would be calling him at this hour? But he worked for the Disney corporation, and they could be a hard taskmaster, especially when Dana was in charge of refurbishing their newest acquisition, the New Amsterdam Theatre. Disney hoped to make it the flagship for their bold new stage venture, Disney Theatricals, and in 1993, for an estimated $35 million, they began restoring the faded grand lady to its former glory.

“Mr. Amendola, sir, you won’t believe what I just saw,” said the voice at the other end of the phone. “I want out of this place. Now!”

The panicked night watchman rattled on about what he had encountered. In the gloom, his eyes made out the glowing image of a striking young woman, shimmering on the darkened stage. He raised his flashlight and caught her full in its beam. The beads from her Follies dress, headpiece, and sash sparkled in the glare, and in her hands, the security guard could make out a big blue bottle.

“Miss,” he called, “stop. Who are you? You shouldn’t be in here.”

A demure smile formed on the girl’s lips. She turned, drifted across the stage, and continued out of the building—right through the solid wall of the Forty-First Street side of the theater.

Amendola could and did believe what the man told him. During research for the theater project, he had stumbled across the story of the sad fate and the purported spectral comeback of Olive Thomas. He hadn’t told the
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