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Introduction

As to ghosts or spirits, they appear totally banished from Canada. This is too matter-of-fact country for such supernaturals to visit.

—CATHARINE PARR TRAIL
 BACKWOODS OF CANADA, 1836

Canada’s history and geography are haunted by classic ghost stories. This book is a collection of those supernatural tales. The stories are from every province and territory. Some of the tales are very old, while others include ghosts who are still active today—so active that people routinely say hello to them before getting on with their business.

The stories also reflect their own era and culture. For instance, no one knows first-hand what life during the Gold Rush was like, but, fortunately, through folklore, we can try to understand what life would have been like.

In choosing the stories for this book, I have tried to include accounts that reflect Canada’s diverse cultures. Toward that end, you will find tales of haunted houses, a haunted theatre where a ghost is considered a member of the staff, phantom ships, haunted hotels, a possessed doll, and even the ghosts of murderers who are said to be seen hitchhiking into their afterlives. The one aspect that all of the stories have in common is that they have all been reported and recorded as actual events.

It has been my privilege over the years to write a series of books about true ghost stories. Not surprisingly, I am frequently asked, “What is a ghost?” I am sure that people asking that question expect I will have a ready answer for them. I sincerely wish I did. Some of the world’s greatest minds have spent years pondering this subject without coming to any firm conclusions. As I do not regard myself as any sort of an expert but rather a collector of folklore, I feel no embarrassment at my lack of a stock answer.

In the context of the thousands of ghost stories I’ve been told, some theories explaining the existence of ghosts and haunted places do make more sense than others. For instance, Frederic Myers, one of the founding members of the old and honourable Society for Psychical Research in England, suggested in this book Human Personality and Its Survival of Bodily Death (1903) that a ghost is “an indication that some kind of force is being exercised after death,” and that this force “is in some way connected with a person” now deceased.

Most other explanations are somewhat of a variation on this proposition. “Leftover energy” (physical or emotional) is a term used to describe the phenomenon that is a ghost. The “psychic imprint” theory holds that the essence of a person has been somehow stamped on the environment in which that person lived. The deceased person’s soul has effectively left an imprint on the physical world.

Another theory holds that ghosts are disembodied souls (or energies or personalities or spirits) that are usually detectable only by our nearly atrophied sixth sense. Rather than perceiving this otherworldly sensation with our familiar five senses, we notice the hair on our arms or the back of our necks standing up on end, or a tingling sensation on our skin, or the feeling that we are being watched when we know we are alone.

Other students of the subject support the hypothesis that ghosts are deceased persons whose beings either do not know they are dead or cannot accept death because they feel obligated to complete unfinished business among the living.

Throughout all of these suppositions is the underlying question of whether a ghost originates with the living person who is experiencing the encounter or with the ghost itself. Perhaps that point is debatable, but because many people report seeing or sensing the same spirit either at the same time or at different times, that event is certainly more objective than merely a figment of “the mind’s eye.”

The most strikingly different aspect of all the theses is “retrocognition”: seeing or sensing the past. Examples of retrocognition can be found in a story in this book entitled “Time Slips” (see page 195). Another concept of a ghost is almost the opposite: “forerunners” are ghosts that have predicted future events.

While some ghosts, such as forerunners, have messages for us, others just seem to be continuing about their business, oblivious to the world of the living that surrounds them.

Not all ghosts present themselves visually in the shape of humans. Although apparitions and poltergeists fall under the broad definition of the general term “hosts,” they have some additional qualities. An apparition is a visible presence; it has a discernible physical form. While this form tends to be the popular conception of a ghost, a sighting of an apparition is actually a statistical rarity.

A poltergeist is an equally rare type of spectral being that can be identified by its noisy and possibly violent behaviours. It will often move objects and can actually wreak havoc on its surrounding physical environment. Poltergeists are strongly associated with people rather than places. They have been known to follow people for years, even through a succession of moves.

A ghost may be present only in the form of a sensation—a person feels that he or she is not alone although no one else is physically present. Ghosts can also manifest as smells, both pleasant and unpleasant. Other manifestations include ghostly lights and phantom music.

Some people are much more likely than others to encounter a ghost. It has been proposed that some of us are more attuned to the “wavelength” on which ghosts transmit. Although this sensitivity seems to be naturally occurring, it is also apparent that the ability can either be enhanced with practice or left to diminish.

Being haunted is not necessarily a permanent status for either a person or place. A place that is currently haunted may not always be so. Conversely, just because a home or workplace is a ghost-free zone today doesn’t mean it always will be.

It seems that there are more questions than answers when it comes to ghost stories. Because these are true stories, they are not always neat and tidy with distinct beginnings and endings. They feel more ragged than a fictional account would, but for me, that is a part of the fun because I love both history and mystery. I hope you will enjoy reading this book as much as I have enjoyed writing it.

One final note: Please know that all my books of ghost stories, including this one, have been written to entertain and inform, not to change anyone’s belief systems.

Happy hauntings!
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Beloved Chief Called Away

The following legend is so old that most of the facts have been lost to the mists of time. The story that does remain tells us that people have seen a dramatic apparition on Glover Island in Grand Lake near Corner Brook, Newfoundland. The ghost is said to be that of a Beothuk chief who lived in the 1800s.

Not only did his own people hold him in great esteem, the leader also earned the respect of the Europeans who had come to settle and trade with the Indigenous People. On the day the chief made his last visit to the local trading post, he refused to take anything in exchange for the furs he had brought in with him. Instead, the man explained that he was elderly and that the Great Spirit had let him know that his days on earth were numbered. Then he turned and left the rough-hewn building.

A few days later, a trapper reported seeing the old man sitting in his canoe on the water near the shore of Glover Island. The leader’s arms were crossed, his paddle was in his lap, and his colourful blanket was folded across his shoulders. He was gazing off into the distance. The trader called out a greeting, but the man in the canoe didn’t respond. This was unlike the chief’s usual warm behaviour, so the trader looked more closely, and that is when he knew something was very wrong. Impossibly, the chief’s canoe was moving against the wind and waves.

It wasn’t until the trader learned about the chief’s last visit to the post that he realized he had likely witnessed the respected man’s last few moments on earth. And, indeed, the old man was never seen alive again.

At first, everyone who knew the man mourned his death, but inevitably, over the years, people’s memory of the great chief faded. That is when an inexplicable manifestation began to appear on the island. It was an image of an old man sitting calmly on a rock, a colourful blanket wrapped around his shoulders.

The manifestation seemed aware of his surroundings because he always turned his head toward approaching canoes. By the time the witnesses beached their canoes on the island’s shore, the ghost was nowhere to be seen.

As the years went on, people noted that the apparition was becoming less and less clear until finally the ghost with the distinctive blanket faded from sight entirely.

Mysterious Rescue

We presume that all ghost stories are tales about the spirit or soul of someone who has died, but this is a ghost story with a difference—enough of a difference to make us question the reality we take for granted.

Icebergs off the eastern banks of Newfoundland have always been lethal threats to sailors and their ships. In the late autumn of 1823, the captain of a square-rigged barque guided his vessel through the final hours of a voyage from Liverpool, England. It had been a difficult passage. Provisions were low, and the crew was exhausted, but at last, the craggy shores of home were not far off.

About noon, the captain and his mate, Robert Brace, a young man from Torbay, Newfoundland, bundled up against the cruel cold and walked out onto the ship’s deck. The freezing air all but took Brace’s breath away, so the two were silent as they made their routine navigational observations and checks. Once they were back in the captain’s quarters, the men conversed comfortably, comparing their assessments and working out the ship’s position and progress.

The captain left Brace working and quietly went to attend to his duties elsewhere on the ship. But Brace hadn’t heard his superior leave the room, and so he wasn’t surprised when, out of the corner of his eye, he saw a man sitting at the captain’s desk, hunched over his writing slate. No doubt the captain was still figuring out coordinates.

When he’d finished his own calculations, Brace turned to confirm his figures with the captain. Much to his shock, however, the man sitting at the desk was not the captain but a stranger, a person Robert had never seen before.

This can’t be, Robert tried to assure himself. We’ve been at sea for days. No one could have come aboard this ship, nor could anyone have remained hidden as a stowaway for this length of time.

Brace called out to the man at the desk, demanding that he identify himself. The image remained silent, but he lifted his head from the slate he had been writing on and looked at Robert with eyes as cold as the North Atlantic seas that were buffeting the barque.

Brace’s knees quaked, and sweat poured from his face. For a few moments, he was paralyzed with fear, but as soon as he was able to make his legs respond, he ran to find the captain.

“Who’s in your cabin, writing at your desk?” the young man demanded when he found the officer.

“No one is there, as far as I know,” the man replied, surprised. Robert Brace was one of his most trusted sailors and known to be a rational man. The captain didn’t expect him, of all people, to be upset over some foolishness.

“There is a man sitting at your desk,” Brace insisted.

“It must be one of the crew then, the second mate or possibly the steward. None of the others would go into my quarters without my permission.”

“The man sitting at your desk and writing on your slate is no member of this crew. I have never seen this man before in my life, and yet he’s aboard this ship,” Brace exclaimed.

Not wanting to call one of his most trusted workers a liar, the ship’s leader pointed out the obvious. “We’ve been at sea for nearly six weeks. Where could he have come from?” Then, realizing that his mate was well aware of those facts, the older man added, “Let’s go below and find out.”

The captain and Brace made their way back down to the quarters where the younger man had seen and spoken to the stranger. The room was empty. Nothing seemed to be out of place; nothing was missing. At first, it seemed as though no one had been in the room at all, then Robert noticed a message written in unfamiliar handwriting on the slate atop the captain’s desk. The words “Sail for the northwest” had been neatly written across the surface.

“Did you write this?” the officer asked Brace.

“No, of course not,” he replied. “You know what my handwriting looks like. It doesn’t resemble this script at all. Did you write it?”

The captain apparently felt that last question did not even warrant and answer, for he simply turned and left the room. Nearly half an hour elapsed before he returned.

“I’ve checked the handwriting of everyone on the ship. None of them write this way. I make the assumption that we have a stowaway, and I’ve ordered a complete search of the ship,” the older man informed Brace.

Although the crew searched the ship from port to starboard and bow to stern, no one was found. The captain was puzzled because he knew that Robert Brace was not the kind of sailor to make up a story about a stranger; besides which, the message on the slate seemed to confirm the young man’s otherwise preposterous claim. There was no alternative but to investigate what this strange series of events could mean, and he ordered the ship’s helmsman to steer to the northwest.

With all hands on deck, the ship veered in a new direction, the direction indicated by the mysterious message. Every man on board was acting as a lookout, they just weren’t sure what they were looking out for. After an hour on the new route, no one had spotted anything unusual. It was the same after two hours, except that the seascape was more heavily dotted with icebergs, but other than those, the men saw nothing worthy of note.

They’d been sailing on their new course for more than three hours when they spotted what appeared to be the remains of a ship stuck fast in an ice field. When they approached as near as they dared, the sailors on the barque, Robert Brace included, could see that the trapped vessel was badly damaged. She was certainly not seaworthy and may actually have been abandoned.

Not knowing whether it was now a rescue mission or a salvage operation, the captain dispatched Brace and two other men in a lifeboat to approach the stranded ship. As they neared it, they could hear voices. People were obviously still aboard. When the trio in the lifeboat called out, their cries were answered by men scrambling around to the side of the deck nearest the approaching craft.

Waving madly, the men aboard the icebound vessel clearly indicated they needed help. “Thank God you’re here,” a figure from the deck shouted. “We couldn’t have held out much longer. We’re in imminent danger of sinking.”

The rescue party steered the lifeboat over to a flat portion of an iceberg. The endangered sailors clambered down from their ship, crossed the ice, and boarded the rescuers’ boat. As was fitting, the captain of the abandoned craft spoke first.

“We left Liverpool weeks ago, bound for Quebec. We’d been stuck between those ice floes for so long that we’d all but given up hope of being rescued. We owe you our lives. How did you happen to be navigating this exact course?” the rescued leader enquired.

“Bring your men below where it’s warmer,” the other captain replied. “We’ll explain as best we can once we’re in quarters.”

Robert Brace greeted the men with a nod as they made their way below deck and out of the elements. Several of the rescued sailors had passed by when Brace saw him—the man who had been sitting in the captain’s quarters writing on the slate. Brace stopped the sailor and asked, “Have you ever been aboard this vessel before?”

“No, of course not,” the confused, cold, and badly shaken man replied.

“But I’ve seen you,” said Brace. “I know I have. It was earlier today, just after noon. You were sitting at the captain’s chair, writing on his slate. Then you disappeared, and we couldn’t find you anywhere on board, but we did find your instructions to change our course. That’s how we happened to spot your stranded ship,” Brace explained.

“It could not have been me that you saw. Just after noon today, I was in my bunk trying to sleep. I don’t think I ever lost consciousness completely. I did have a strange dream although I can’t recall its nature. Until a few minutes ago, I’d been aboard the same ship since we left Liverpool,” the stranger informed Brace.

“But even the other man’s clothes were the same as yours,” Brace muttered in astonishment before he went to find the captain. He’d have to explain the situation although he had no idea how he’d accomplish that without sounding like a fool.

The captain listened more patiently than Brace expected. Silently the older man took a spare slate down from a shelf and handed it to the stranger saying, “Humour me, please. Write something on this slate, write ‘Sail for the northwest.’”

The man was clearly puzzled, but he did what he was asked and then handed the slate back to the rescue boat’s captain who, in turn, compared it to the slate that had been on his desk. The handwriting was identical.

A stunned silence pervaded the room, and then the man who had written the lifesaving message on the slate—twice—spoke. “Now I think I remember some of my dream. I saw myself boarding another ship and pleading for help.”

Somehow, the desperate man’s mind had transported his spirit to the only possible chance for rescue. His spirit, his presence, his ghost, if you will, had travelled on a lifesaving mission to prevent his own death.

Amends in the Afterlife

No one knows exactly where or when Esau Dillingham was born. Despite this, it’s a matter of historical record that by 1910 he was living a hard life in rugged rural Labrador and was known simply as “Smoker.” That moniker wasn’t chosen by chance. It was the generally accepted term for someone who made moonshine liquor, and that’s exactly what Smoker did. He ran a still where he made alcohol—deadly alcohol—from spruce cones, sugar, and yeast. Not surprisingly, his quality control was questionable, but even so, he did a brisk trade that brought tragic results. Some of his customers went blind. Others went mad. Most became so dreadfully sick that they wished they were dead, and some actually did die from drinking his brew.

Lawmen were constantly on Smoker’s trail, but he wasn’t an easy man to catch because he had surrounded his illegal operation with bear traps—ones that didn’t know the difference between a bear’s leg and a constable’s leg. Dillingham only left his encampment during the harsh Labrador winters, and when he did, he always wore a white fur coat and drove a team of pure white dogs, making himself all but invisible against the snow-covered background.

In 1920, Smoker’s devious life caught up with him when he began to sample his own wares. Soon he went mad and murdered a man who had come to make a purchase. Too sick from his own brew, Smoker wasn’t able to run. He was arrested and taken to a jail cell on Frenchman’s Island. He died shortly thereafter. His dying words were to beg for forgiveness and the opportunity to atone for his evil ways.

Not long afterward, a trapper trading from a nearby post had an amazing story to tell. He’d been travelling with his dog team through a raging blizzard when he realized he was hopelessly lost. Just then, the image of a man dressed in white furs with a team of pure white dogs suddenly appeared at his side. The mysterious driver and his team guided the trapper to lifesaving shelter before disappearing into the whiteout. After that initial sighting, Smoker’s ghost was seen often.

In 1949, two RCMP officers, George Bateson and Ed Riopel, were stationed at the Labrador outpost of Frenchman’s Island. One winter’s day as they made their way on dogsled back to their quarters, they encountered a fierce blizzard. The wind blew razor-sharp ice particles against the few centimetres of flesh exposed around the men’s eyes. Snow blindness seemed inevitable and death by freezing probable.

They had all but given up hope when they caught sight of a white dog team and a driver clad in white furs. They called out to him, but he didn’t respond. In desperation they altered their course to follow the silent, indistinct vision. Their dogs were exhausted but somehow managed to keep going. Then, just for a moment, the wind died down enough for the constables to see a small cabin not far in the distance. There was smoke billowing from the chimney. Their lives were saved. As they steered the dogs toward the shelter, the wind picked up again, and their white-clad escort vanished.

Trappers who had set up camp in the cabin to wait out the storm welcomed the nearly frozen men. Once the officers had eaten and slept, they explained how they had come to find the cabin.

One of the Mounties added that they must make an effort to find the Good Samaritan who had guided them to safety and let him know what a good deed he had done.

A trapper who was piling more logs on the fire turned to the survivors and told them, “You’ll never find that one on this side of the veil. That was Smoker, and he’s been dead for more than thirty years.”

The officers sat in stunned silence. The ghost of a repentant murderer had saved them. Esau Dillingham’s life was full of evil, but he had kept to his dying proclamation and devoted his afterlife to righteousness.

The Isle of Demons

In 1515, Marguerite de la Rocque was born into France’s high society. As she was growing up, she must have received all the pampering that money and privilege could provide, but the protected life was not for Marguerite. When she was in her mid-twenties, she left her comfortable home in Europe to accompany her uncle Jean-François on a voyage to the New World.

During the long and dangerous days at sea, Marguerite had only her servant, Damienne, for company—until she fell hopelessly in love with a young man on board, Etienne Gosselin. By all accounts, Etienne was a handsome lad who often entertained those aboard with his music. How could a young lady resist? Unfortunately, Marguerite’s uncle saw no charm in the budding relationship, and he forbade the two from seeing each other. But his threats weren’t equal to the energy of young love, especially in such cramped quarters. Jean-François was furious when he discovered that his niece had disobeyed him, but he did nothing until the ship had sailed to an island north of today’s Newfoundland.

This was no ordinary island. The small rocky outcropping was known as the Isle of Demons, and no sailors, no matter how brave they were, would ever go ashore because this place was as close as one could get to the gates of Hell. The island was deserted, except for wild beasts, demons, and the tortured souls of sailors who had died at sea.

And that is exactly where Jean-François left his niece, along with her servant, Damienne, and of course, Etienne Gosselin, with only a few meagre supplies and a couple of rifles.

Stranded in this terror-filled place, the three struggled to stay alive by hunting bears or any other wild animals they could. They ate what they could of the beasts and used the pelts to protect themselves from the frigid North Atlantic winds. At night they would try not to hear the wails and howls of the long-dead sailors.

Soon Marguerite realized she was pregnant. By the time the baby was born, both Etienne and Damienne had died. Marguerite knew that she had to get away from this cursed island. Whenever she saw a ship off in the distance, she would run to the shore and signal as energetically as she could. Sometimes a ship would stop, but even those vessels kept their distance because the sailors presumed that the madly gesticulating woman was one of the many evil apparitions haunting the Isle of Demons.

Marguerite’s son only lived for a few weeks. The grieving mother knew she had to make a choice. She could either give up and follow her loved ones to an early grave, or she could redouble her efforts to save herself. She chose the latter and once again began signalling to every ship she saw. Finally, a fishing boat stopped close enough to shore that she could call out to it. The fishermen weren’t convinced that she was a human being, but even so they were brave enough to sail closer and then send a landing party ashore. More than two years had passed since Marguerite had been cast away. No one would have recognized her as the fine young woman of privileged upbringing who had left France in 1542. The fishermen took her back to her family, where she recovered from her hideous experiences and presumably never ventured out on the Atlantic Ocean again.

Over the years, Marguerite de la Rocque’s story has inspired plays, poems, nonfiction books, and even novels.

Today you won’t find the Isle of Demons marked on any maps, but among the group of islands known as Îles Harrington, there still is a small island just off Newfoundland’s north coast that no one will set foot on for fear of disturbing the many souls who haunt the rocky outcrop.

Ghostly Prediction

Summer is always a good time for a trip to visit the folks. And that is exactly what Bjarni Herjólfsson was doing in the year 985 when a vicious storm blew his longboat off course on route from Norway to Iceland. Once the weather cleared, Herjólfsson and his oarsmen were relieved to see land, but the land they saw was heavily forested and definitely not Iceland. The leader ordered his crew to change the ship’s course immediately in hopes that they could make it to their intended destination before their supplies ran out.

It was a tense voyage, but they did arrive. As soon as Herjólfsson was safely inside his parents’ home, he told them the story of the storm and about seeing the strange land that no other Norseman had ever seen. Herjólfsson’s descriptions of the adventure spread quickly. Over the years, the tale was told so often that the details became entrenched in Viking folklore, and it was considered nothing more than a myth, another of the Norse sagas. Today, however, experts believe that Herjólfsson was the first European to see the eastern shores of Canada.

Seafaring was in the Vikings’ blood, and tales like Herjólfsson’s must have been enticing to those who came after him. So enticing, in fact, that three generations of explorers, first Thorwald Ericsson, then his son Eric the Red, and then his grandson Leif Ericsson all made journeys to the New World. They even established a colony on Newfoundland’s shore and called it Vinland.

The settlement wasn’t peaceful. There were constant battles between the Vikings and the people who had called that land home for many generations. During one of those clashes, Thorwald was killed. Leif and the others buried the man near their encampment. When Thorstein, the Ericsson brother who had stayed with his wife in Iceland, heard of Thorwald’s death, he, his wife, and two dozen oarsmen set out for Vinland, determined to bring the body home. He didn’t succeed, but he died trying.

Even so, the story of Thorstein and his wife was far from over. Just after his heart stopped beating, the man suddenly sat up and asked for his wife. She hurried to his side just in time to hear him predict that she would remarry and enjoy a long life as a Christian woman. The widow did exactly that, so whether the deceased man had seen her future or suggested it to her could be debated. It is also possible that the strange incident was added to the story later, when the Christian faith spread through the Norse culture. If not, then this may be the first recorded instance of communication from the afterlife associated with Newfoundland, but certainly not the last.

Visitors from the Past

The oldest recorded sighting of a phantom ship near Canada is that of a Norse longship. Way back in the 1920s, people standing near the shore of Placentia Bay, Newfoundland, looked out across the water and saw a vessel resembling an ancient Viking warship. This was especially puzzling because, at that time, no one knew that Norse explorers had ever travelled to North America. What was even more disconcerting was that the boat was engulfed in flames and the men aboard were screaming in pain and fear. The fire was so intense that the witnesses reported feeling its heat. Before any of those folks could decide what to do or how they could help, the image of the burning boat vanished without a trace. That fiery ship has never been reported since. Hopefully those pitiful souls have found their eternal rest away from tormenting flames.

Several other ghost ships, however, have been seen.

After a long day of fishing, a Newfoundland fisherman stood in a small hut sorting his catch when he heard an odd splashing sound coming from the water nearby. He was anxious to finish his work and get home to a hot meal, so he disregarded the noise and continued with the job at hand. A few minutes later, though, an ear-splitting blast, like a trumpet call, did get his attention. He looked out the shelter’s door, but at first all he could see was a blanket of fog. Then he squinted his eyes and made out a small movement within the mist. Thinking that a fellow fisherman might be in danger, he walked to the shore where the waves crashed against the rocks. Whatever he had seen moving in that fog bank was getting closer. Moments later, a vision of a Viking warship emerged from the eerie darkness. The image was so clear that the man could make out the rows of oarsmen at each side of the boat. Paralyzed with fear, he watched the apparition until it faded from sight as mysteriously as it had appeared.

Although terrifying, that incident paled in comparison to another reported sighting some years later. A crew of fishermen was out on the water fishing when dark clouds started bruising the sky. Then a gale-force wind blew up. The men knew they had to get back to shore, quickly. Fighting back panic, the captain tried to start the boat’s engine, but no matter what he tried, the motor refused to turn over. He and his men were in serious trouble. This storm was clearly a vicious one, and it was moving their way.

Before the captain could think of what to do next, he heard the distinctive sound of oars cutting through the whitecaps. Such relief. Someone was coming to rescue them. The fishermen strained their eyes toward the splashing. What they saw did nothing to calm their nerves, for there was an ancient Norse vessel heading directly for them.

What to do? The only way out would be to jump into the roiling ocean, and that would have meant certain death. But what other option was there? If that strange ship rammed theirs, they would be tossed into the frigid water anyway. The longship was nearly upon them. The captain only had a split second to make up his mind. Then, with a blast from the Vikings’ war horn, the image of the ship broke up and disappeared into the fog.

Then the fishermen knew they were dealing with an element more unpredictable and more dangerous than weather. They were dealing with the supernatural. The captain tried his boat’s
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