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  Introduction


  Why is there a need for The Big Book of Texas Ghost Stories? The most obvious reason is the immense size of the state of Texas, which covers 268,820 square miles. The largest state in the contiguous United States, Texas is 10 percent larger than France. Size alone, however, does not account for the vast number of tales of ghosts found in the Lone Star State. As a rule, it seems that the oldest inhabited areas in the world are also the most haunted. Long before Spanish explorers visited Texas in the sixteenth century, Indians were living in the region between the Rio Grande and Red River. But the ghost lore of Texas reflects the influence of not only its earliest Native American inhabitants, but also the Europeans and African Americans who came later. The state’s turbulent history may be most responsible for the plethora of Texas ghost tales. Outbreaks of violence between various groups of residents, from the Indians and the European setters to the events at the Alamo to more recent incidents between whites and African Americans, have produced an impressive body of yarns that still send shivers up the spine. The men and women who died on the plains, in railroad hotels, in Victorian mansions, and on college campuses will never be forgotten because they all played a role in Texas’s statehood, and many are believed to haunt the Lone Star State to this day.


  The immense state of Texas may seems like a country in itself, but it is also a microcosm of the entire United States. Like the New Englanders of the eighteenth century, Texans had to fight for their independence from a despotic country. The Texans of folklore are tough, resilient, and determined. The cowboy, with his restless spirit and fierce independence, has come to embody the very soul of Texans and, in the eyes of the rest of the world, to represent all Americans. In the larger-than-life figures that populate the supernatural yarns in this book, we may catch a reflection of ourselves.



  Austin



  Metz Elementary School


  Originally built in East Austin in 1915, Metz Elementary School became so dilapidated over the years that the school district eventually declared it unsafe for students. During the old building’s demolition in 1990, it seemed that at least one odd incident occurred every day. Bulldozers stopped working as soon as they rumbled near the old brick building. Tools disappeared. Workmen fell off ladders and complained that something had started shaking the ladders once they were halfway up. Ghost Stories of Texas, by Jo-Anne Christenson, includes an account by Joe Torres, the owner of the trucking and excavation company working at the site. Torres said that he and his workmen heard the sounds of childish laughter in bathroom stalls and fingernails scratching on blackboards in supposedly empty classrooms. Most of the men refused to enter the crumbling old building by themselves. Equipment mysteriously stopped working, and a truck carrying replacement parts broke down en route to the old school. The demolition process was so plagued with bizarre occur-rences that Torres had trouble keeping his workers from quitting.


  The workmen soon concluded that something otherworldly was impeding their progress. Torres responded to their concerns by bringing in a Catholic lay evangelist named Elias Limon to conduct an exorcism inside the school. The priest walked through the old building, sprinkling holy water and blessing the rooms of the building. But any hopes the workers might have had that things would settle down after the priest left were extinguished just a few days later when a wall collapsed, killing one of the construction company workers. By the time the old building was completely demolished, six months behind schedule, approximately half of Torres’s workers had quit.


  The new Metz Elementary School was completed in 1992. However, teachers and students still report seeing and hearing child ghosts at the new school. Joe Torres has his own postscript to the story of the haunted elementary school. After he transplanted a small tree from the property where the old school once stood to the front yard of his daughter’s home, many people have since claimed they heard the voices of children coming from the tree.


  Mount Bonnell


  Located in Covert Park, Mount Bonnell has been one of Austin’s favorite tourist spots since 1850. At 785 feet, it is the highest point within the city’s limits. People still enjoy hiking and picnicking here, just as they have been doing for more than a century and a half. After climbing the stone steps, visitors can rest inside the pavilion and take in the panoramic views of the lakes, hills, and city. A plaque in the parking lot relates the history of Mount Bonnell, but one must turn to oral history to get the full story.


  The site’s romantic aura has spawned at least two legends about forlorn lovers. It is said that a young Spanish woman named Antoinette, who was engaged to be married, was taken captive by a Comanche chief. The chief fell in love with her, but Antoinette’s fiancé sneaked into the Comanche camp along the Colorado River and made off with his beloved. The couple fled to the top of the mountain, but the Indians caught up with them and killed Antoinette’s fiancé. As his body lay riddled with arrows on the mountaintop, Antoinette kissed his forehead and then leaped to her death. Her tragic story gave the mountain one of its nicknames, “Antoinette’s Leap.” In a variant of the tale, a woman named Golden Nell and her husband, Beau, both jumped to their death from the peak just before they were apprehended by a band of Indians.


  Another legend has it that a young man had a secret love affair with an Indian girl. When her father, a Comanche chief, learned of his daughter’s affair with a white man, he tracked the pair to their rendezvous point on top of the mountain. In a fit of rage, he murdered his daughter before she had a chance to plead for her life. Sensing that the end was near, her lover plunged to his death from a cliff. A variant of this tale seems to have been influenced by Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. In this version, a young brave and an Indian maiden from warring tribes were ordered by their parents to end their romance. Unable to face the prospect of life without each other, the couple climbed the mountain, walked over to a rock outcropping, held hands, and jumped.


  Not surprisingly, as with other “lovers’ leaps” across the country, the legends have led to claims of otherworldly sightings. For years, people who were atop Mount Bonnell at dusk have reported seeing misty shapes standing along the cliffs.


  The Eanes-Marshall Ranch


  What today is known as the Eanes-Marshall Ranch was originally built in 1857 by Alexander Eanes. He eventually sold it to his brother, Robert, who built the ranch house and a log cabin to house the local school. In 1883, Robert turned the ranch over to his son-in-law, Hudson Boatner Marshall, who dismantled the ranch house and relocated it next to nearby Barton Creek. Eventually the surrounding community was named after the Eanes family. Today the ranch’s neighbors include housing developments, a shopping center, and a school. But even though the Eanes-Marshall Ranch is no longer situated in a wild, isolated region, it still retains elements of its ghostly past.


  The best-known ghost story connected with the property concerns a teamster who was driving his wagon down a lonely road late one night not far from the ranch house in the late nineteenth century. He had gone to town and delivered a load of hay to a livery stable. He then loaded his wagon with dry goods he had just purchased from Berry-man’s Grocery and Provisions and started on his return trip. The wagon was within a few yards of the Eanes Ranch when the man noticed a large rock in the middle of the road. Sensing that something was wrong, he removed his shotgun from the back of the wagon and looked around. He heard nothing out of the ordinary, so he climbed down from the wagon and removed the rock. Just as he was about to climb back into his wagon, he heard the crack of a tree branch. He turned around and raised his shotgun, but the man was gunned down before he could pull the trigger. The gunfire panicked the horses, which raced down the road with the driverless wagon. Three bandits emerged from their hiding place and walked toward the lifeless body lying in the middle of the road. Angry because the wagon was gone, the bandits contented themselves with removing their victim’s wallet and returned to town. Alerted by the shotgun blast, the Eanes family awoke from their slumber and walked down the road, where they found the driver’s corpse. Mr. Eanes buried the man in an unmarked grave and returned home. Because the man’s wallet had been stolen, no one was ever able to identify him. According to Jeanine Plumber in Haunted Austin, the murder was considered to be just a legend until 1991, when Westlake police searching for the remains of slaughtered deer left behind by poachers found what appeared to be a sunken grave. They began digging and were surprised to find the bones of a man killed around one hundred years before.


  After the property was abandoned, teenagers from Austin would drive out to the Eanes-Marshall Ranch in the hope of catching sight of a phantom wagon. People have reported hearing the rumbling of the wagon and pounding of the horses’ hooves. Descendants of the Marshall family returned to the ranch in the 1960s. They built a new house and restored the old ranch house. One night in the late 1960s, the Marshalls’ teenage son and several of his friends decided to spend the night by the Eanes Road where the teamster had been murdered. They had just unrolled their sleeping bags when they heard the creaking of a wagon and the snorting of horses. The ghostly wagon seemed to be heading in their direction. Terrified, the boys ran back to the Marshalls’ home.


  Other ghosts have been sighted on the old Eanes Road as well. An old man walking down the road with a hound dog has made a number of appearances. He is usually seen wearing a worn cowboy hat and has been sighted both in the afternoon and at night. A few people say they have seen a woman’s ghost walking down the road. It has been speculated that she is the wife of the murdered man.


  In 1966, a group of five parapsychologists visited the Eanes-Marshall Ranch in an effort to uncover the identity of the murdered man. One member of the group was a psychic, who channeled the spirit of the murder victim during a séance. Using automatic writing, he penned the name “Burns.” That same year, a newspaper reporter looking through microfilm newspaper articles in the local library found an article from 1871 chronicling the murder of a man named Barnes. Whoever the man is, he apparently has become a restless spirit who likely will continue haunting the old road until his murderers are brought to justice.


  Buffalo Billiards


  Across the street from the Driskill Hotel at 201 E. Sixth Street is one of Austin’s most colorful nightspots. Built in 1861 by the Ziller family and originally called the Missouri House, the building was Austin’s first boardinghouse. It was also said to have housed a brothel, where many a cowboy “whooped it up” after spending weeks on the dusty trail herding cattle. In 1999, it became Buffalo Billiards and was named the nation’s best new pool hall by Billiards Digest.


  According to Austin Ghost Tours, Buffalo Billiards is haunted by a ghost the employees call Fred. Fred seems to favor the Lodge, the bar area’s second floor. The mischievous spirit makes his presence known by wobbling a bar stool. People have stopped the stool from shaking, only to find that one of the other bar stools has started wobbling. Occasionally a glass of beer that belongs to no one—at least, to no visible patron—appears on the bar. One bartender was in the habit of pouring a glass of beer at the beginning of his shift and leaving it on the bar to make Fred happy. Like many playful ghosts, Fred seems to enjoy moving objects around. One manager who arrives early in the morning often finds pool cues lying on the bar and pool balls sitting on tables.


  The full-bodied apparition of a female has also been sighted inside Buffalo Billiards. One night, a barmaid and her coworker were walking up the back stairway to the second floor. When they turned around, both of them clearly saw the image of a woman in a white dress standing against a window. She appeared to be glaring at them. The two were so frightened that they ran down the stairs. As they were walking to their cars, they noticed the same woman staring out the window, watching them leave.


  Buffalo Billiards is advertised as one of the last places in Austin where the spirit of the “Wild West” is still alive and well. Customers may find that the spirits of some of the building’s former occupants also are alive and well at Buffalo Billiards.


  The Inn at Pearl Street


  The Inn at Pearl Street is located in Austin’s Judges Hill neighborhood, which includes a number of historic buildings. Many of those buildings were once the homes of judges and lawyers. Today the inn consists of four buildings, one of which is a Greek Revival home built in 1896. In 1914, it became the private home of Judge Charles A. Wilcox and his family. Charles Wilcox was held in such high esteem in Austin that after he died, official buildings closed in his honor.


  By the early 1980s, the old house had fallen into disrepair. In 1993, Jill Bickford, a contractor, purchased the run-down historic home with the intention of transforming it into a bed-and-breakfast. Jill and her father restored the house to its turn-of-the-century appearance, and in 1995, she opened it up as a B&B. Period antiques and collectibles afford guests a window to a more genteel era in Austin’s history. The occasional appearance of a female spirit also makes the past come alive.


  The first claims that the Inn at Pearl Street might be haunted were made by a carpenter who helped Jill bring the old house back to life in 1993. While he was working in the hallway, he said, he glimpsed a woman carry a small child from one room to the next. A few days later, he walked into a room and saw a woman in a rocking chair holding a child in her lap.


  Jill also had her own encounter with the ghost that haunts the inn. During the restoration process, she arrived at the house one day and was surprised to see a light in one of the upper windows. Not only was the house supposed to be empty, but the electricity was not turned on. Jill walked around the back of the house, but by the time she reached the backdoor, the light in the window was gone.


  One of the employees at the inn was a seventeen-year-old high school student named Jessica, whose mother worked there as a maid According to Jessica, one day her mother was working in the sitting room by the breakfast bar area on the first floor when she heard music coming from one of the upstairs rooms. As she walked up the stairs, she heard someone moving around on the second floor. She thought that Jill was working up there, so she said, “Jill, do you need anything?” She had no sooner finished talking than the music stopped and she realized she was all alone.



  In 2011, a couple of Jessica’s male friends were staying in the French Room on the second floor. The next morning, they asked her how many guests were staying in the inn the night before. “You were the only ones here last night,” Jessica told them. One of the young men said, “Seriously, how many people were here last night?” Jessica responded, “No one. You were all alone. What made you think there were other people here?” In the middle of the night, her friend said, they had heard what sounded like a lot of partying going on in the sitting room, with people talking and laughing. They could also hear people go up the stairs, get some ice from the container at the top, and walk back down.


  Although the old Wilcox home has been brought into the twenty-first century with cable television and other modern amenities, the intermittent paranormal activity is a shocking reminder that in some old buildings, it seems that the past refuses to stay dead.


  The Driskill Hotel


  During the Civil War, Col. Jesse Driskill accrued a fortune selling cattle to the Confederate army. By the 1880s, the cattle baron began making plans to build his dream hotel and purchased a large plot of land at the corner of Sixth and Brazos Streets in downtown Austin. Construction of a sixty-room Romanesque luxury hotel was completed in 1886 at a cost of $400,000. Two weeks after its grand opening, the hotel hosted an inaugural ball for Gov. Sul Ross. However, the cost of spending a night was so high that few people could afford to stay there, and Driskill was forced to close the hotel after losing much of his staff to another hotel. Legend has it that Driskill eventually lost the hotel in a card game.


  By 1895, the Driskill Hotel had had five different owners. Throughout the twentieth century, the old hotel became the hub of Austin’s social scene. Election watch gatherings, inaugural balls, and an untold number of weddings were held here. President Lyndon Baines Johnson reportedly had his first date with his future bride, Lady Bird, in the Driskill’s dining room in 1934. Decades later, in November 1960, he and John F. Kennedy awaited the election results at the hotel. Again in 1964, he was at the Driskill the night of the presidential election. The Driskill had become run-down though. By the end of that decade it faced demolition, but a community effort raised enough money to save the hotel. It has remained open ever since. In the 1990s, a new owner restored the old hotel to its former grandeur.


  Austin is a city with a lively nightlife, and according to local lore, even some of the long-departed guests and employees of the Driskill Hotel find it difficult to lie still all night long. The first reported paranormal activity at the Driskill was that of the playful spirit of a four-year-old girl. As the story goes, one day in 1887, a senator’s little daughter was chasing a ball inside the hotel when she fell down the grand staircase. A week after her death, guests and hotel staff heard her giggling spirit bouncing a ball in the first-floor lobby, the second-floor ladies’ restroom, and the staircase leading to the mezzanine. Cold spots have also been reported on the staircase. In the late 2000s, a woman walking through the mezzanine noticed that one of the six rocking chairs lining the wall was rocking on its own. No breeze was blowing through the hotel at the time.


  One of the most active ghosts in the old hotel is thought to be the spirit of Jesse Driskill, the hotel’s original owner, whose portrait still hangs in the grand lobby. People usually know when he is around when they detect the scent of cigar smoke in unoccupied rooms. His mischievous spirit has been blamed for turning lights off and on in the guest rooms. And some say that death has not snuffed out his passion for the ladies. In March 1991, the alternative rock band Concrete Blonde was staying at the hotel while acting as the backup group for Sting. The band’s lead singer, Johnette Napolitano, said she was taking a shower when she saw a disembodied face staring at her. That night, she was awakened by all the lights in her room turning on and off. In desperation, she unplugged all the lamps, but a few minutes later the closet door opened and the light inside came on. Johnette sat up in bed and addressed the spirit directly: “I know you’re here, but I know that you’re not going to hurt me, so I’m going to sleep now.” She went back to sleep and was not disturbed for the remainder of the night. A few months later, she wrote about her ghostly experience in a song titled “Ghost of a Texas Ladies’ Man.” Unbeknownst to Johnette, a female member of Sting’s band who was also staying at the Driskill felt something tickle her toes while she was trying to sleep. When she turned on the lights, she saw a shadowy figure dart under the bed.


  Another singer who reported having a paranormal experience at the hotel was Annie Lennox of the Eurythmics. In the early 1980s, while staying at the Driskill, she laid two dresses on the bed in her room shortly before she was scheduled to perform and went to take a shower. When she emerged from the bathroom, she was shocked to find only one of the two dresses lying on the bed. The other had been neatly hung up in her closet. Chills crept up her spine when she realized that she was the only one with a key to the room.


  Another apparently “overly dedicated” person who worked at the hotel was a desk clerk known only as Miss Bridges, employed here during the early 1900s. She did not die at the hotel, but her deep attachment to the Driskill seems to have brought her back. Her specter, wearing a Victorian-era dress, is usually sighted at night around where the front desk used to stand. She apparently is in the process of arranging the flowers on the spectral desk, as guests and staff have reported detecting the strong odor of flowers when she appeared.


  My wife, Marilyn, and I had our own paranormal experience at the hotel not long ago. On August 10, 2011, we were present when the spirit of one of the early employees of the hotel may have made an appearance. We had just finished a ghost tour, on which a guide told us about the spirits believed to be haunting the Driskill Hotel. Several of those who had taken the tour with us were photographing the Driskill’s ornate lobby. One lady, named Sunshine, and a friend of hers were looking at the pictures on Sunshine’s camera when they noticed something highly unusual. Their excitement prompted the rest of us to gather around. In the background of a picture Sunshine had taken of her friend and the woman’s young son, we could see the semi-transparent figure of a woman dressed in a dark brown, nineteenth-century maid’s dress. No living person had been standing behind the woman and her son when the photograph was taken.


  Several rooms are said to be ideal places to encounter ghosts in the hotel. One is Room 29, where a woman now known as the “Houston Bride” once stayed. As the story goes, in 1989, a socialite who had been jilted by her fiancé on her wedding day stole his car and credit cards and drove from Houston to Austin. She checked into Room 427 of the Driskill and went on a shopping spree in some of Austin’s finest stores. She returned to her room laden with shopping bags, one of which contained a pistol she had just purchased. The last time anyone saw her alive, she was standing in front of the door, trying to hold her bags and open the door at the same time. When she finally got the door open, she set down the bags, removed the pistol, and loaded it. She then grabbed a pillow and lay down in the bathtub. She placed the pillow on her stomach, pressed the barrel of the pistol against the pillow, and shot herself. The pillow muffled the report of the gun, and her body was not discovered for three days. Ever since that fateful day, people have reported seeing her ghost walking the hallways, wearing a wedding gown and carrying a gun in her hand. Sometimes people have seen her apparition out of the corner of the eye, but when they turned their heads for a better look, no one was there. Staff have also heard weeping and the sound of a woman talking on the fourth floor.


  In 1999, ten years after the suicide of the “Houston Bride,” two women checked into the 1930s section of the hotel. At 1 A. M, they decided to take a stroll through one of the old sections of the hotel that was being renovated at the time. They were headed south on the fourth floor when they saw a woman holding several shopping bags struggling with her room key. One of them asked her if she minded all the construction noise. The woman gave the pair a cold, piercing stare and replied, “No.” The next morning, they told the manager about their strange encounter. He said that no one was staying there and escorted them up the stairs to the room where they had seen the woman. When he unlocked the door, the women saw that the room had no toilet and no bed. They left convinced that they had had a brush with the “other side” the night before.


  People have also had bizarre experiences in the Maximilian Room, which was named after the emperor of Mexico, even though he never stayed at the hotel. The room’s name is derived from the eight ornate mirrors hanging from the walls: Maximilian ordered the mirrors from Austria as gifts for his wife, Carlotta. After her death in 1927, the mirrors ended up in a warehouse in New Orleans, where they were discovered in the 1930s. The Driskill bought the mirrors and hung them in the former men’s smoking room, which was converted into a dining room and named for the late emperor. Guests have reported looking into the mirrors and seeing the figure of a woman standing where their reflection should have appeared. In addition, some people have felt a hand touching their shoulder.


  Room 419 is said to be haunted by the spirit of Peter J. Lawless, who lived in the Driskill Hotel from 1886 to 1916. Lawless made his living selling tickets for the railroad and stayed at the Driskill even during periods when it was closed. Housecleaning staff have vacuumed the floor of this room, only to find fresh footprints on the carpeting just before they leave the room. Guests who have checked into the room have found dresser drawers open and bedcovers ruffled. The ghost of Peter Lawless has been sighted standing near the elevators on the fifth floor. Witnesses claim that when the elevator doors open, he checks his pocket watch before vanishing completely.


  The area of the Driskill Hotel with the most paranormal activity is believed to be Room 525, which is said to be haunted by the ghosts of the “suicide brides.” One of these brides was scheduled to be married at the Driskill Hotel, but her fiancé called off the wedding the night before. The despondent young woman hanged herself in the bathroom in Room 525. Her specter is often sighted by guests at weddings or bachelorette parties. As a rule, her appearance is considered to be a good omen. Twenty years after the first suicide, another bride killed herself in the bathroom of this same room. Soon after her death, the hotel staff blocked off the bathroom area, and eventually the entire room was closed off. When the Driskill was renovated in 1998, Room 525 was reopened.


  Today the Driskill Hotel is the pride of Austin. Its level of luxury and service ensures that every guest’s stay is a memorable one. Occasionally, the ghosts that float along the hallways and nestle in its guest rooms and suites also do their part to make a guest’s stay there unforgettable.


  The Omni Austin Hotel


  The Omni Austin Hotel is known for its amenities and its luxurious furnishings. Guests whose interests lie within the realm of the paranormal will find the hotel’s signature ghost story to be another plus.



  

  The hotel is said to be haunted by the ghost of a guest known only as “Jack,” who jumped off the balcony and landed on the concrete pavement below. Guests and employees of the hotel have reported seeing the apparition of the despondent man on the anniversary of his death, usually in the room where he spent the last night of his life. People have heard strange noises and the sound of someone walking around in the room when no one is staying there.


  The Omni Austin Hotel prides itself on its close proximity to some of the city’s most popular tourist attractions. It is within walking distance from the Governor’s Mansion, the Austin Public Library, the Paramount Theatre, the Sixth Street entertainment district, and the Texas State Capitol. Some guests and staff believe that staying at the hotel brings one closer to the “other side” as well.


  The Texas Governor’s Mansion


  The Texas Governor’s Mansion is the oldest governors’ home in continuous use west of the Mississippi. It is also thought to be one of the most haunted. Although Texas acquired statehood in 1845, the governor did not have an official residence until 1856, when a beautiful Greek Revival structure was built. The first occupants were the fifth governor of Texas, Elisha Marshall Pease, and his family. Over the years, the mansion was remodeled several times by the resident governors and their wives, including George W. Bush.


  Several spirits are believed to haunt the Governor’s Mansion, including that of Sam Houston, whose ghost has been seen in the bedroom he occupied while he was governor. The mahogany four-poster bed that Houston slept in while governor is still in the room. Not long after his death, visitors claimed to have seen the former governor’s ghost in the bedroom. As a rule, he vanished when they attempted to talk to him. Houston’s shadow has been seen hovering around a specific corner of the room. In the mid-1980s, Glenda Gale White, the wife of Gov. Mark White, said she saw Sam Houston’s apparition in his bedroom. She said that one night, she turned off the light above Houston’s portrait and went to bed. When she awoke the next morning, she was shocked to discover that the door to the bedroom was open and the light above the portrait had been turned off.


 



  The best-known ghost story associated with the Governor’s Mansion dates back to the administration of Gov. Pendleton Murrah, the last Confederate governor of Texas. The story goes that in 1864, the governor’s nineteen-year-old nephew began courting Mrs. Murrah’s niece at the mansion. One evening, the young lady informed her suitor that she did not want to see him anymore. The heartbroken young man returned to the north guest bedroom where he was staying and shot himself in the head. Not long thereafter, the room acquired a haunted reputation. Servants refused to clean the blood spatter from the walls, saying that when they were in the room, they could hear someone crying and moaning. Guests refused to spend the entire night in the room because they were awakened by the sound of someone banging on the wall. They also said that certain parts of the room became unbearably cold. The complaints of supernatural activity within the room escalated to the point that the next governor, Andrew Hamilton, closed it off. After the room was unsealed in the twentieth century, the noises were heard once again, especially on Sundays, the day when the jilted suitor supposedly killed himself.


  Two other spirits are said to haunt the Governor’s Mansion. One is the ghost of an unmarried maid who was fired after she became pregnant. Her specter has been seen standing outside the house, apparently waiting for someone to invite her back in. The other is the ghost of Governor Murrah, whose spirit has been sighted both inside the house and on the grounds.


  Many of those who have resided or stayed in the Texas Governor’s Mansion are as legendary as the building itself. This is the place where Gov. James Hogg’s children slid down the banister, President William McKinley and Will Rogers paid a visit, and Gov. John Connally recovered from the gunshots inflicted by Lee Harvey Oswald. However, the most enduring legends seem to be the mansion’s ghost stories, which have been passed down for more than a century and a half.


  The Paramount Theatre


  The Majestic Theatre, which later came to be known as the Paramount Theatre, opened its doors to the general public in 1915. The theater was originally designed by John Eberson of Chicago as a venue for vaudeville performers, like Harry Houdini. In 1930, the theater was extensively remodeled, with carpeting, an upgraded sound system, and upholstered seats. The newly remodeled Art Deco building was renamed the Paramount. Besides showing movies, the Paramount also hosted performances by local dance schools and theater groups. During the early 1940s, it supported the war effort by running recruiting and training films and selling war bonds.


  The theater’s gradual decline began in the 1950s and 1960s, when the advent of television reduced the size of the movie audience. By the 1970s, the dilapidated theater was operating as a B-movie house. The Paramount was spared the sad fate of so many other old movie palaces, however, when new management took over and began hosting live performances and showing classic movies. It was renamed the Paramount Theatre for the Performing Arts, and the building was added to the National Register of Historic Places. In the 1980s and 1990s, the Paramount was once again one of the city’s premier theaters, hosting live performances such as A Chorus Line and Evita, as well as Hollywood movie premieres. In 2000, it merged with the State Theatre to form the Austin Theatre Alliance, which today offers audiences a wide variety of drama, comedy, and music performances—as well as unscheduled appearances of its ghost.


  Longtime employees of the Paramount claim the theater is haunted by the ghost of a projectionist named Walter Norris, who they say died during a showing of the movie Casablanca in 2000. Employees occasionally leave candy bars or chocolate donuts for Walter to ensure that the equipment does not malfunction. Actress Shirley MacLaine, whose affinity for the paranormal is well documented, visited the Paramount and informed executive director Ken Stein that the theater was haunted but that he probably would not have an encounter because he was not “ready.” A custodian named Johnson claims to have heard disembodied voices in the projection-ist’s bathroom. One night, Johnson heard ghostly footsteps behind him as he was sitting in the auditorium. Two weeks later, he was sitting in the same place in the auditorium when he heard someone rise up out of a seat directly behind him. Another time, he saw the stage lights begin flashing when they were not plugged in.



  In many cases, people who work in historically haunted buildings become accustomed to strange noises and unexplained occurrences. This is certainly not the case with the theater’s employees. Stein refuses to enter the projectionist’s booth, and Johnson only works at night. It would be an understatement to say that Norris does not get along with his fellow employees.


  The Austin Pizza Garden


  Customers and employees alike have had strange supernatural encounters in the Austin Pizza Garden. The building was originally the Old Rock Store, constructed in 1898 and operated by James Andrew Patton, who had a colorful career as a Texas Ranger, civic leader, merchant, and postmaster. At one point in its history, the Woodmen of the World lodge hall was housed on the second floor of the building. In 1970, the building was named a Texas Historic Landmark. The Austin Pizza Garden opened up inside the historic building in 1994, and before long, its staff and customers alike discovered that the secret dough recipe is not the only thing responsible for its mysterious aura.


  Much of the paranormal activity that has been occurring with some regularity since 1993 seems to be the work of a poltergeist. In the early 2000s, an employee working alone in the kitchen was shocked to see a pizza cutter spinning by itself on the table. Jayne Ganza, the weekend manager, said that several times she has heard footsteps on the second floor. Other employees have heard someone calling their names in a low whisper. They can usually tell when they are in the presence of something otherworldly by the chill bumps and tingling sensations that creep over their bodies. Most of the cold spots have shown up in the kitchen. One employee was really shaken up when she reentered a room where she had just placed a tub of knives and forks and discovered that the silverware had been scattered all over the room. That same morning, the opening manager unlocked the door, just as she always did when the restaurant opened. A few minutes later, the hostess banged on the door, yelling that it was locked. After the manager unlocked the door, the first customer of the day also complained that the door was locked. A few minutes later, the door locked itself a third time. Jayne believes she has caught a glimpse of the mischievous spirit that has been causing mayhem inside the Austin Pizza Garden. One night, she saw the image of a white figure reflected off a laminated menu hanging on the wall.


  Customers have had otherworldly experiences as well. One night, a woman and her granddaughter were having dinner together. During their meal, the grandmother went to the restroom. Later, she told one of the staff members that she had a conversation with a lady in the restroom who disappeared after a few seconds. She returned to the table but did not tell her granddaughter what had happened. A few minutes later, the granddaughter went to the restroom and spoke to the same apparition.


  On September 27, 2008, eight members of Texas Spirit Seekers conducted a formal investigation of the Austin Pizza Garden. The investigation had just begun when three members of the team were afflicted with bouts of nausea. Brandon Stephens was setting up a tripod in the same spot where the investigators had become ill when an invisible force scratched his back. Two hours later, a member was monitoring the equipment upstairs when he caught sight of a shadowy figure. At 1 A. M., one of the female members of the group was sitting at the bar, gazing down the corridor, when she saw the specter of a man wearing a blue shirt and blue jeans walking toward the soda machine. She was all alone at the time. Later that night, she went to the bar to get a glass of soda when she heard a loud noise behind her, as if someone were stomping his foot on the floor. The restaurant had high EMF (electromagnetic field) levels that interfered with the team’s EMF detectors, so most of the evidence collected that night took the form of personal experiences.


  Not everyone who works at the Austin Pizza Garden feels the same way about working in a haunted restaurant. Some of the employees think it’s cool to share the building with a ghost, while others prefer not to talk about the ghostly activity in the building. Line cook Matthew Millner became a believer in the paranormal after spending a short time in the restaurant. “I’m not uncomfortable here,” Millner says. “I think there’s something strange afoot at the Austin Pizza Garden, but unless something ridiculous happens, I plan to continue working here.”


  The Clay Pit


  The Clay Pit is an Indian restaurant that is said to be haunted by at least one of the building’s former residents. Constructed in 1853, the building originally served as a trading post, where white settlers from Austin and American Indian tribes that were camped where the University of Texas now stands traded goods. After O. R. Bertram purchased the building in 1872, he converted the former trading post into a family residence. Bertram lived with his wife and children in the former trading post for eight years, before he opened a general store and saloon on the first floor. After this, the family lived on the second floor. Other families continued running a general store in the old building for the next thirty-four years. In the 1880s, the State Treasury was housed in the double-arched wine cellar. Legend has it that local businessmen paid for the privilege of using a tunnel leading from the grocery store to a brothel in order to escape detection. The building stood vacant between 1920 and 1939. Since the 1940s, a series of restaurants have been operating out of the historic building, including the Old Madrid Café, the Old Seville, the Old Toro, and the Red Tomato. In 1996, the Clay Pit opened its doors in the former trading post and remains there to this day.


  Staff and customers of the various restaurants housed in the old trading post have been reporting unearthly occurrences for decades. Some employees have heard the sounds of a raucous party from the second-floor banquet room on nights when nobody—living, that is— was up there. Not long thereafter, a cook fell asleep in the banquet room, only to be startled awake when he felt someone strangling him. He was all alone at the time. Some people have also seen the full-body apparition of a little boy. Local historians believe that he could be the spirit of Bertram’s five-year-old son, who contracted typhoid fever in the 1880s. The child was quarantined to his upstairs bedroom until he passed away after a few days.


  
  

  The building in which the Clay Pit is housed is a classic example of Texas limestone architecture. Lovers of Indian cuisine flock to the old restaurant, where they can treat their western palates to an exotic meal. The Clay Pit’s clientele also includes fans of the paranormal, who go there in the hope of seeing the tragic spirit of the little boy who apparently is reluctant—or unable—to leave the family home.


  The Tavern


  The Tavern is a sports bar located in yet another former store that’s thought to be haunted. Some say that its popularity owes as much to its ghosts as it does to the dozens of TVs it provides for its patrons to watch sporting events. In 1916, the Enfield Grocery Store was constructed at 922 West Twelfth Street, designed after a German public house. The store was housed in the building until 1929, when it was moved next door so that a steak house could open in the original building. It seems that one could purchase more than just steak at the restaurant—a speakeasy and brothel were rumored to have operated on the upper floors. In 1933, following the repeal of Prohibition, the former grocery store was changed into a bar known simply as the Tavern. It was on the verge of being razed in 2002 because it did not conform to city code, but three Austin businessmen took it over and transformed the old watering hole into a trendy sports bar.


  According to bartender Reuben Guerra, the Tavern is haunted by the spirit of a prostitute named Emily, who was murdered when a brawl broke out in the bordello in the 1940s. Some longtime employees believe that the apparition is the ghost of the daughter of a prostitute who worked there. The discovery of a little girl’s shoe during the renovation of the Tavern lent credence to this story. A man who was working across the street claimed he saw a ghostly female staring out of an upstairs windows in the Tavern late at night. He was surprised to find that no one was inside the Tavern at the time of his sighting. Employees at the Tavern have had their own bizarre encounters inside the bar. In 2001, a worker had just turned off all the lights at closing time and was on his way out the door when he discovered that the neon sign had turned back on. Other employees have heard phantom footsteps upstairs where the speakeasy and brothel operated. Sometimes the television channels change on their own or glasses fly off the shelves. On one occasion, an unseen hand broke a rack of pool balls.


  The Tavern has established itself as a place where busy Austinites can grab a bite for lunch, dinner, or a late-night snack. The ghostly activity, it seems, comes at no extra charge.


  The Speakeasy


  The Speakeasy is a popular night spot that consists of three levels. On the main level, guests sitting at candlelit tables can take in the music of local bands. On the mezzanine, they can watch television or play pool. The third level, called Terrace 59, offers customers a full-service bar and contemporary music underneath beautiful palm trees. Additional entertainment is provided on all three levels by the ghosts that haunt the old building.


  The building that houses the Speakeasy dates back to 1889. Its first owners, Mr. and Mrs. Kreisle, operated a furniture store and a funeral parlor. At this time, many furniture stores also served as funeral homes because of their ability to make coffins. Ten years later, the Southwestern Telephone and Telegraph Company took over the building. On July 26, 1916, a devastating fire raced through the building. Two women were trapped in the elevator, and several firemen were making their way up the stairs to rescue them when the staircase collapsed. Five firemen were severely burned; one, named James Glass, died of his injuries a few days later.


  The spirit of James Glass is thought to haunt the building to this day. He is described by employees as a playful ghost. He seems to be particularly fond of tormenting new employees when they enter a small closet that the staff members call the “ghost closet.” When a newly hired employee begins working at the Speakeasy, the other employees send him or her to the closet to change a lightbulb. After spending several minutes attempting to complete what should be a very simple task, the employee discovers that only a red lightbulb will work in the closet. Some staff members believe that the ghost prefers the red lightbulb because it reminds him of firemen or the firehouse.


  The general manager, Chet Butler, says that the ghost of a woman frightens people in the elevator. In the early 2000s, a member of the band Dysfunction Junction was in the process of breaking down the equipment after closing time when he saw the spectral woman standing in the elevator. Some people have heard a woman’s shriek from the back room. The ghost, who some believe is the spirit of Mrs. Kreisle, has also been sighted by a maid.


  The apparition of a man, possibly also James Glass, has been seen in the bar area of the main level. One night, the bar manager had just turned off the lights when he saw a man staring at him in the darkness. After just a few seconds, the man vanished. The sound of heavy footsteps running up the stairs has also sent shivers up the spines of employees.


  Like many haunted nightclubs, the Speakeasy does not hide its haunted past. After all, these days, ghosts are very good for business.


  The Dream of Josiah Wilbarger


  One of the state’s most oft-repeated legends is that of Josiah Wilbarger, who was scalped alive by Indians but managed to survive and lived for eleven more years, despite the hideous wound he had received in the horrifying incident. Born in Kentucky in 1801, Josiah was recruited by one of Stephen Austin’s agents in 1823 to help establish a colony on the upper Colorado River in Texas. A few years later, he married Margaret Baker and began teaching school. His desire for a more exciting life led him to become a scout whose job was to survey upriver for the planning of new colonies. In 1830, Josiah built a stockade along a bend in the Colorado River near present-day Bastrop and brought his wife and son, John, to the remote area. Two years
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