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  Introduction


  Ghosts are all around us, at least as part of our culture and traditions, if not personal beliefs. Every human society, contemporary or historical, has told stories of ghosts. Ghosts are common themes in popular culture—just check the daily television listings. Hamlet, arguably the greatest play by the most famous playwright in the English language, William Shakespeare, gives a prominent role to a ghost.


  Ghosts most often are thought to be the spirits of the dead, the disembodied souls of the once living, although many phantoms are said to be the images of living people who, at the time of their spiritual visit, were impossibly far away. Some ghost stories feature the spirits not of people but of animals, typically dogs or cats. According to different witnesses and various cultural traditions, ghosts have taken realistic solid form, appeared as vaporous shapes, or manifested only in the form of sounds, smells, or touches. They can be violent and dangerous or benign, even helpful.


  Personal beliefs place people in one of three categories: true believers, skeptical nonbelievers, and those who are not sure but willing to consider the possibility. Many recent scientific opinion polls, as cited in Rosemary Guiley’s Encyclopedia of Ghosts and Spirits, indicate that at least ten percent of all Americans and Europeans firmly believe in ghosts. A survey conducted by the University of Chicago’s National Opinion Research Council in 1987 reported that forty-two percent of adults believed they had had some form of contact with the dead. Among widows, two-thirds reported contact with their deceased spouses.


  Even at the lower end of the various study results, ten percent indicates that more than thirty million Americans are convinced of the existence of ghosts. Interestingly, the more recent the survey, the higher the percentage of admitted believers in ghosts. This might reflect increasing societal interest in and acceptance of paranormal experiences. Now, perhaps, people may be less concerned about facing mockery, disbelief, and scorn when reporting encounters with spirits.


  Most would agree that some people are more likely to see, hear, sense, or interact with ghosts than others. In some cultures, prepubescent children are said to be more attuned to the presence of spirits. In others, persons born on Good Friday or on All Soul’s Day, November 1, are thought to be so gifted. Still others credit shamans, witch doctors, or mediums with special communication skills in dealing with ghosts.


  Do ghosts exist? If so, why haven’t the majority of people experienced them at some time and in some way? On the other hand, if not, why have so many claimed to have encountered them? And why is it that every racial, religious, ethnic, and national group has had its own traditions about ghosts?


  Experienced “ghost hunters” have employed sophisticated, high-tech instruments in attempts to prove the presence of ghosts in specific locations. Electronic sensors, cameras, and sound recorders thus deployed have produced intriguing results that so far have not convinced all skeptics. If proving the existence of ghosts is difficult and challenging, disproving their reality is impossible. There is no way to prove a negative. Some people cannot distinguish red from green, which is why traffic lights customarily have red on top and green on the bottom. But the fact that these individuals cannot see red does not mean that the color red isn’t there. Perhaps with ghosts, some people have the capability to see them while others don’t. Not seeing them doesn’t necessarily prove that they are not there.


  Some ghosts have terrified people. Others seem to ignore the living altogether. Poltergeists, German for “noisy spirits,” harass the living by causing solid objects to move—sometimes, it seems, deliberately throwing dishes or toys. Other ghosts have intervened in people’s lives to preserve them from destruction or warn them of danger. Still other ghosts have appeared only to reassure special persons of their undying love. While some spirits appeared but once and revealed themselves to only one person, others are believed to have manifested frequently and to many people over the centuries. Perhaps it all comes down to the individual circumstances and motivations of the ghosts.


  One category of ghosts consists of “lost souls” who typically were wrenched abruptly from the world of the living by violence. They apparently cannot comprehend their new status as nonliving and wander about pitifully. Ghosts of little children often fit this description.


  According to the beliefs of many cultures, from China to Europe to Native Americans, different aspects of the deceased’s personality can coalesce around both an evil spirit and a good spirit, and thus these different aspects of the dead can appear at different places at the same time. Navajo tradition holds that all that was good about a person dies with them, while the evil aspects of their character can go about causing trouble for the living.


  The most horrific and threatening ghosts are those thought to be motivated by a thirst for vengeance or by hatred or jealousy. It seems that these spirits cannot rest until they’ve wreaked revenge or punished those who betrayed or harassed them in life. Apparently they are never satisfied.


  A whole subgenre of ghost stories deals with the spirits of those who, in life, devoted themselves to the protection, service, and care of others. These so-called “guardian ghosts” include the spirits of soldiers, police, firefighters, teachers, and nurses. As ghosts, they are still on duty, helping the living.


  Other ghosts are the victims of their own sins, condemned to wander without rest or forgiveness, trapped between the realms of the living and the dead. They are the object lessons for the living to consider their own fates should they die unforgiven and without remorse. They can inspire fear and pity at the same time.


  You are about to embark on a journey through the mysterious underworld of New Jersey. In this spirit-filled parallel universe, you will discover ghosts with a variety of forms, characteristics, and motivations. Every region of the Garden State has its tales of haunted houses, terrifying apparitions, and bewildered souls caught between two worlds.


  New Jersey has the highest population density among the states, averaging well over a thousand people per square mile. It surely ranks among the most crowded states in the spirit world as well. An amazing variety of ghosts—Native Americans, early explorers, colonial Americans, the rich and famous, the poor and unknown, as well as the personal and private manifestations of spirits of loved ones—are said to revisit the New Jersey locales of their lives and deaths. The phantoms of pirates and pillagers, patriots and a president all appear on New Jersey’s supernatural stage. At one time or another, residents and visitors in the Garden State have reported encounters with the spirits of Thomas Edison, Charles Lindbergh, Walt Whitman, and Molly Pitcher. New Jersey hosts ghosts as distinctive as those of a royal governor who was a transvestite, a German submarine captain, and a heroic, self-sacrificing nurse. The spirits of early movie stars make cameo appearances, along with the ghosts of a dancing bandit, a traitorous general, and a serial killer who prowled long before Jack the Ripper. A friendly little dog and a pack of devil dogs appear, as does the ghost of the shark that inspired Jaws.


  It isn’t just houses that host ghosts in New Jersey. There are tales of haunted theaters and a covered bridge where a phantom “hangs out.” Ghosts are said to prowl the beaches from Sandy Hook to Cape May, and at least two phantoms stroll Atlantic City’s famed board-walk. Ghostly ships sail by, and the shades of long-lost airships float overhead.


  So lock the doors, turn on all the lights, and sit back and enjoy your tour of haunted New Jersey—if you dare.





  North Jersey




  From the Ramapo Mountains


  The heavily forested Ramapo Mountains, which cut across the northeastern portion of New Jersey, were once the home of Native Americans, fugitive slaves, and outlaws who preferred to keep their distance from the “civilized” world that lay just across the Hudson River in New York City. For many years, they were little more than shadows that moved through the dark woods, feared by outsiders who reluctantly ventured into their territory only when there was no other choice. The descendants of these mountain folk were dubbed the “Jackson Whites,” a name initially intended as a racial slur. However, they called themselves the Ramapough Mountain Indians and have been officially recognized as a tribe by the state of New Jersey since 1980. They settled primarily on Stag Hill and around Ringwood, where an old ironmaking plantation once stood.


  For generations, horror stories about their isolated lives—involving incest and mutant children—spread throughout the state, fueled by skewed sociology studies, books like The Origins of the Jackson Whites of the Ramapo Mountains by John C. Storms, and the poetry of William Carlos Williams. But their real legends, which were handed down through the generations, involved ghosts, witches, and even a visit or two from Satan himself. The reason their land was so rocky, their lore noted, was because one day the devil was striding through the region carrying a big load of rocks in an apron, when a large pile of them fell to the ground. The exact spot, familiar to many mountain residents, is still called the Place Where the Devil Broke his Apron Strings.


  Since snakes were an ever-present danger in the mountains, the local residents related a number of tall reptile tales, including the story of the king of snakes, also known as the Crown Snake because it wore a real crown that it would throw at its intended victim. After the snake threw its crown, it retreated and died. Some said that anyone who was touched by the crown would not have long to live either. Then there was the Joint Snake, which rested in pieces until it spotted a traveler. With its prey in sight, the pieces joined together and the snake slithered down the road after the person. The Hoop Snake was said to grab its tail in its mouth and roll down the roadside behind unsuspecting passersby. If they stopped, however, the snake would drop its tail and slither off, until it had a chance to pursue its victims once again.


  One of the most ominous characters in the Ramapo Mountains was a witch known locally as Black Mag. Although the mountain folk reluctantly relied on her skills as a healer, they also lived in fear of her ferocious temper and the spells she cast on anyone she didn’t like. One day, Black Mag reportedly had a run-in with a young farmhand while he was out fishing on Shepherd Lake. As he rowed past a boulder that sat about thirty feet offshore, the boy heard a voice call his name. Surprised, he turned to find the witch sitting on top of the rock, bone dry, without any sign that she had gotten there by wading through the water. Black Mag asked the farmhand for some chewing tobacco but grew furious when he said he didn’t have any. She mumbled a few words under her breath and disappeared from sight. As the frightened boy tried to row his boat to shore, it would not move, so after a few minutes he jumped overboard and began to swim. With the sound of cackling echoing behind him, he raced toward home. Rumor had it that he never went fishing on Shepherd Lake again.


  Black Mag was eventually killed by her rival, Handsome Abby, another witch who was determined to rule the region. Her ghost is said to linger with some other restless spirits around Spook Rock, a large boulder that sits just outside of Ringwood. At night, some local residents still lock their doors when the wind begins to blow because of the unearthly sounds and strange lights emanating from the rock. They believe that the spirit of Black Mag is conjuring a spell, determined to make her killer pay, even if she has to track her straight to hell.


  The native population doesn’t have sole rights to all the legends that have sprung up in the Ramapo Mountains over the years. The region is also home to the once-majestic Foxcroft, a mysterious mansion more commonly known as the Van Slyke Castle, now reduced to rubble. The property that the house sat on was originally purchased by Jacob Rogers, heir to a railroad fortune in Paterson, in the late 1800s. It changed hands several times before it was finally purchased by William Porter, a stockbroker who built the castle on a hillside overlooking Ramapo Lake for his new wife, Ruth Cole, in the early 1900s. Although Porter planned to subdivide the lakefront acreage into separate properties, he died before he could proceed with his project.


  Did someone help him on his way from this world to next? The only person who would have known the answer to that question was Ruth, who in 1913 married Warren C. Van Slyke, an attorney who served as an assistant to the chief of naval intelligence in World War I. This union didn’t last any longer than Ruth’s first one. Although Warren and Ruth had originally used Foxcroft as a summer home, Ruth moved there permanently after Van Slyke died in 1925. She remained there for the next fifteen years, but her heirs sold the mansion almost immediately after she died in 1940. For many years afterward, the house remained empty because it was allegedly part of a disputed divorce settlement. But some local residents wondered if there were darker reasons why no one wanted to live there. In 1959, vandals broke into the castle and set fires that destroyed most of the elegant home.


  Campers enjoy walking the lush trail up the hillside to the peak where the stone remains of the house are hidden, much like Sleeping Beauty’s castle, by the surrounding forest. However, few choose to remain overnight at the site. There have been reports of strange lights emanating from the depths of the ruins, while others have heard angry voices and a woman’s screams echoing through the night.


  The General’s Ghost


  After war broke out between America and Great Britain, New Bridge became the site of frequent battles because it was a strategic river crossing for both armies. On November 21, 1776, the British attacked American forces who were trying to dismantle the bridge to prevent enemy access into New York. Almost two centuries later, however, one staunch supporter of the American cause reportedly was still standing guard there, determined to do his part.


  As you walk through the Steuben House, which has stood in New Bridge for more than two hundred years, it’s easy to imagine a trip back to the days when the Dutch structure, made of sandstone and wood, once served as one of Gen. George Washington’s headquarters. Picture a cool autumn afternoon, with the sound of horses and riders passing by while the smell of smoke drifts through the air from nearby campfires.


  In 1951, one visitor to the Steuben House didn’t have to use her imagination to get a sense of the region’s Revolutionary War history. As she passed into the house’s parlor, the woman came face-to-face with a tall, distinguished gentleman who apparently was the spirit of Baron Friedrich Wilhelm Rudolf Gerhard Augustin von Steuben himself. After a moment of silence, the baron reportedly inquired after General Washington and the status of the newly independent United States of America. When he learned that almost two centuries had passed since America had gained its independence, von Steuben vanished from the woman’s sight without another word and has not been seen since.


  Von Steuben was born in 1730 in the duchy of Magdeburg, which later became part of Germany. He served as major general of the Continental Army during the Revolutionary War. An officer in the Prussian Army by age sixteen, he was credited with teaching the American soldiers proper military procedure. Washington awarded the Steuben House and the surrounding forty acres to him in 1783 as a thank-you for his service. In addition to the twelve-room house, von Steuben took possession of a bake house, smokehouse, coach house, barns, and a garden, along with a gristmill. Five years later, the baron sold the property to the John Zabriskie Jr., the son of the previous owners, for 1,200 English pounds. In the years that followed, the property changed hands many times until it was purchased in 1928 by the New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection’s Division of Parks and Forestry. Opened as a public museum in 1939, the Steuben House is located in historic New Bridge, an eighteen-acre park situated within the borough of River Edge.


  Terrifying Tories


  The Tories who remained loyal to the British Crown often fought an ongoing battle with their friends and relatives during the Revolutionary War. Some of them are said to be fighting still, as though America’s independence were only a bad dream rather than a reality. Wiert Banta, a Dutch immigrant who had settled in Bergen County, is thought to be one such figure. Banta was a ferocious fighter who led his men on raids against American militiamen throughout New Jersey and New York.


  One night, Banta and his men conducted a raid on a village in New York. After killing the sentries, he stole the plans for troop movements for the Continental Army and galloped rapidly for home. Although the Americans made every effort to capture him, Banta managed to elude their patrols. Some Bergen County residents say that Banta’s ghosts still rides the hillside, hoping to affect the outcome of the fighting by passing the valuable information he carried to the British.


  Other Tories terrorized the residents of Bergen County by seizing persons they suspected of being rebel sympathizers, hauling them off in the middle of the night to makeshift prisons in New York. One Bergen militiaman, Capt. Jonathan Hopper, met his death when he tried to stop the loyalists who were raiding his barn one night, intent upon stealing his horses. Not content with wounding Hopper, they trailed the bleeding man back into his house and bayoneted him to death on his kitchen floor. For many years, Hopper’s ghost reportedly returned to the site of his murder on the anniversary of his death, vainly seeking to confront his killers.


  At Home at the Hermitage


  A number of famous people spent time at the Hermitage after it was built in Ho-Ho-Kus in 1750. Originally a simple two-story brown-stone, the house was owned in the late 1700s by Lt. Col. James Marcus Prevost and his wife, Theodosia. Some of their more illustrious guests included Aaron Burr, Alexander Hamilton, James Monroe, and Gilbert du Motier, better known as the Marquis de Lafayette.


  But the house’s resident spirits, which apparently have haunted the site for generations, do not count any of those luminaries among their number. In the late 1970s, the ghost of a light-skinned African American woman in a long skirt was observed entering the barn behind the house. At that time, the property was being renovated, and the barn was scheduled for demolition. The inspectors at the site watched in amazement as the woman, who carried a baby in her arms, swept past them and disappeared from sight. Some local residents believe it was the ghost of one of two slaves who lived there in the 1860s, named Gin and Sylva.


  Another resident spirit is believed to be that of Mary Warner Rosencrantz, the mother of Mary Elizabeth Rosencrantz, the last owner of the Hermitage. Born in 1885, Mary Elizabeth was very close to her mother—so close that paranormal investigators believe the two could not be parted even in death. A photograph of an aging Mary Elizabeth shows the figure of a little girl with long hair standing behind her in a blue dress. It is the same image as the picture in the parlor of Mary Warner when she was a child.


  The Hermitage was remodeled in 1847. With its steep gabled roofs and diamond-paned windows, it is known today as an excellent example of nineteenth-century Gothic Revival architecture. Mary Elizabeth Rosencrantz lived there until 1970 with no electricity or central heating, apparently warmed by the knowledge that the spirits of her loved ones, especially her mother, were lingering close by.


  A Lost Love


  America was a divided country in the years leading up to the Revolutionary War. Sometimes neighbor turned against neighbor, and sometimes even family members were pitted against one another as they argued whether the colonies should remain loyal to the English crown. Jenny McRea, the daughter of a New Jersey clergyman, didn’t care about politics; she just wanted to be with David Jones, the man she loved. Unfortunately, when the war broke out, Jones decided to fight for England as a lieutenant in the British Army, serving under Maj. Gen. John Burgoyne at Fort Edwards in New York. When her father discovered that Jenny still planned to marry Jones, he banished the young man from his home.


  Jenny, however, was not going to be discouraged by her father’s determination to keep the pair apart. Oblivious to the danger, she packed a bag and ran away to join her lover in July 1777. There are two versions of the story as to what happened after that. According to one, she either hired an Indian guide to take her to the fort or was captured along the way by Native Americans allied with Burgoyne. In the second version, a group of soldiers came along and accidentally shot and killed Jenny when they attempted to rescue her. Regardless of how she died, the Indians reportedly scalped her and later showed off their prize when they arrived at the fort. Jones was eager for revenge when he recognized the mass of dark curls, but his superiors chose not to retaliate because they did not want to alienate their allies. However, local residents were outraged when word spread of what had happened. Even though Jenny had loved a Tory, she was still an American in their eyes.


  Jones reportedly carried her scalp near his heart when he raced into the next battle, not caring whether he lived or died. When he suffered only minor injuries, he resigned his commission and reportedly lived out the rest of his life alone except for an annual visit from Jenny’s ghost on the anniversary of that fateful day in July when she was killed. Although no one ever recovered her remains, it seems that Jenny’s love was strong enough for her to reach out to Jones from the beyond.


  Lights! Camera! Action!


  Hollywood is renowned for, among other things, its ghosts. Popular ghost tours take tourists to the sites of alleged hauntings by the spirits of the famous movie stars of the past. It is an intriguing blend of our fascination with the glamorous entertainment personalities of the past and our strong interest in the supernatural—specifically, ghosts. However, you don’t have to be in Southern California to see the phantoms of long-dead screen idols. Fort Lee, the New Jersey terminus of the George Washington Bridge, is alleged to have more than a few apparitions from filmmaking’s pioneer days.


  In the infancy of the movies, shooting outdoors was possible only on bright, sunny days, as early film needed a great deal of light for proper exposure. It is thought that this is why the spirits of pioneering stars such as Douglas Fairbanks, Mary Pickford, and Pearl White appear, on now-rare occasions, on sunny days—no skulking about on moonless nights for them.


  The handsome, athletic young man with the bright smile mounts his horse, adjusts his cowboy hat, and gallops down the street. As quickly as he appeared, he disappears as though an evaporating mist. Meet the ghost of Douglas Fairbanks. A superb athlete, Fairbanks did his own stunts and practically invented the swashbuckler genre. Another ephemeral figure, that of a demure, diminutive, charming girl, drifts by. This is the spirit of Mary Pickford, “America’s Sweetheart,” who made a dozen films in and around Fort Lee. Soon after her days in Fort Lee, she married Douglas Fairbanks, and they became the second- and third-highest paid movie stars (after Charlie Chaplin) of the 1920s.


  Atop the steep cliffs of the Palisades along the New Jersey side of the Hudson River, a phantom film crew records the anguish of a lovely young woman, her face contorted in apparent terror as she dangles helplessly off the edge of the rocks. This apparition has to be the ghost of Pearl White, filming yet another installment of the serial “Perils of Pauline”—an endeavor that introduced the term “cliff-hanger” into the nation’s vocabulary.


  These and the ghosts of other, less famous personalities are all that is left of America’s first center of the motion picture industry. Thomas Edison built the world’s first film studio at his West Orange labs. His 1903 Great Train Robbery was the first movie to tell a complete story. Fort Lee quickly became a studio hub because it was so convenient to the Manhattan pool of theatrical talent and yet had an open outdoors feel to it, with a population of only about forty-five hundred people in 1910.


  Fort Lee’s short reign as the movie capital, from 1900 through the early 1920s, ended mainly because of New Jersey’s climate. Bright, sunny days for filming outdoor action were much more frequent in Southern California than in New Jersey. What’s more, Hollywood offered, close by, a wide variety of physical environments for moviemaking—seashore, desert, spectacular mountains, and farmlands.


  Fort Lee’s days of glory in the film industry are just a dim history now. Except for the ghosts, of course. Lights! Camera! Action!




  Gravity Hill




  On a long and lonesome highway that passes over Gravity Hill, unsuspecting travelers have discovered that a strange force pushes them back up the road, whether they’re in a car, riding a skateboard, or even walking on foot. Over the years, teenagers have dared each other to face the spectral energy lurking on Ewing Avenue, off the exit for Route 208 South near Franklin Lake. What is this supernatural force that tries to bar the way?


  The story goes that a young woman was killed at the bottom of the exit ramp. When a car stops at the stop sign, her ghost apparently tries to shove it away from the dangerous intersection where she was struck down. Rumor has it that putting flour or baby powder on the front bumper before trying this will reveal the ghostly handprints of the phantom who is dedicated to protecting others from harm. For curiosity seekers, however, the gravest danger is not spectral, but the very real presence of local law enforcement, as the officers are happy to reward anyone they catch going the wrong way up the ramp with a ticket.


  The Ghosts of Crayhay Mansion


  Crayhay Mansion doesn’t look haunted in the bright light of day. The classic three-story, white clapboard-sided house with its mansard roof and sweeping front porch, built in 1864 in Midland Park, seems at first glance like just another relic from the Victorian era. Ghosts are said to walk here, however, restless souls forced to relive their last torturous days when their lives were dramatically snuffed out.


  The ghost of Max McCray is believed to haunt the barn behind the house, where he committed suicide. The spirit of Rose, the daughter of a neighboring family, has been seen flickering through the upstairs hallway of the house. The young woman apparently fell to her death while climbing out of a third-story window in a futile effort to elope with her lover, who was the father of her unborn child.


  Then there’s the elderly woman who haunts an upstairs bedroom, where she was killed by burglars who broke into the house one night. One of her silent companions is a boy whose accidental death occurred there in the nineteenth century as well. They are occasionally joined by a spectral tabby cat that wanders through the house.


  In recent years, the mansion was restored to its former glory. The living room features a richly carved fireplace, ten-foot ceilings, and deep crown moldings, while the dining room boasts a marble fire-place and built-in cabinetry. It’s possible that the ghosts have been more active lately because the restoration work has made them feel at home once again.


  Lucy in Love


  Lucy was the beautiful daughter of a socially prominent family whose name far exceeded their wealth by the time she became an adult. As a result, she took her excellent education and social skills to Washington, D.C., where she worked for $25 a week as a social secretary to the wife of a minor government official during World War I. Lucy had not been on the job very long when she realized it had an added benefit besides a steady paycheck—her employer’s husband, who was an independently wealthy and ambitious official in the Department of the Navy. He was so charming that Lucy was soon registering into secluded hotels with him as his “wife.”


  However, divorce was out of the question for her lover. With his political aspirations, it would have ended his career. And truthfully, he was reluctant to leave his wife and five children since his mother had threatened to cut off her only son without a penny if he did get divorced. He begrudgingly agreed to end the affair to silence both his wife and mother, but after Lucy fled Washington, they continued to meet in secret for the remainder of her life.


  Lucy became a governess to the five children of fifty-eight-year-old Winthrop Rutherford, a wealthy New Jersey widower. He became smitten with the young woman, who was almost thirty years his junior, and they married. After Rutherford’s death, Lucy became a very wealthy woman. But to her, money was of secondary importance to the times when her lover was able to leave Washington and visit her secluded mansion. By then, his position had earned him a private train, which would stop on his way to and from visits to his boyhood home in New York’s Hudson Valley. Who was her lover and how did he rate such special treatment?


  None other than Franklin D. Roosevelt, the thirty-second pres ident of the United States, traveling about in the Ferdinand Magellan, his heavily armored private railroad car. Although the tiny railroad station is long gone, some local residents swear that they have seen Lucy’s slender ghost waiting patiently by the rusting tracks, peering into the growing dusk, waiting for her lover to keep their next rendezvous.


  Marking Time


  A dark presence looms over Rio Vista, an exclusive neighborhood on the south side of the tiny, affluent community of Alpine. The Devil’s Tower, a gothic stone edifice that stands six stories tall, is haunted by a pale figure that is said to appear if she is summoned at the stroke of midnight. Who is this wraith and why does she linger at this site? Her name was Harriet, and she was the wife of sugar baron Manuel Rionda, who bought a mansion and thirteen acres in Alpine the year after the town was formed. Alpine, which sits just across the Hudson River from New York City, quickly became known as the “Hamptons of New Jersey.” From the first, it was home to some extremely rich families, but Rionda eventually discovered that his wealth could not protect him from personal tragedy.


  Rionda began construction of the hundred-foot-tall Devil’s Tower in 1904. He said that it was to be a retreat where his wife could read, relax, or climb to the top to glimpse New York City from their home. But when Harriet climbed to the still-unfinished top one warm day in 1922, she saw another, more surprising sight. Looking down, she caught her husband in the arms of another woman. Shocked, Harriet chose not to confront them. Instead, she stepped off the edge of the tower and plummeted to her death. Although no one ever knew whether he was truly heartbroken or just wracked with guilt, Rionda ordered the work to stop and the tower was never completed. It was rumored that he also closed the underground tunnel leading from the house to the tower because he was fearful that Harriet would return from the dead seeking revenge.


  These actions were out of character for the aggressive businessman, who was just sixteen when he left his native Cuba for a job in a sugar refinery in Portland, Maine. Rionda worked there for four years before moving to New York to seek his fortune. After he arrived in the city, Rionda then spent ten years working for the sugar brokerage of J. M. Ceballos and Company, before becoming a commission agent for Czarnikow, MacDougall & Company, one of the world’s largest sugar traders. Before long, Rionda had amassed a fortune and later founded one of New York’s most prestigious sugar brokerage firms.


  A shrewd businessman, he placed his new estate in the name of his company, the Rio Vista Land Corporation. The property soon grew to more than two hundred acres and featured a man-made lake as well as the tower, which had an iron elevator, a chapel, and a library. After her suicide, the official story was that Harriet had died of natural causes. But suddenly, after her death, Rionda’s fortunes mysteriously took a turn for the worse. The once-powerful sugar baron spent his remaining days juggling his declining business interests. Finally, he was forced to offer his estate to the town of Alpine as a public park, but city officials rejected the idea. Instead, Rionda later sold part of the land to investors who built the Tammybrook Country Club.


  Harriet’s body was interred in a mausoleum that stood on the grounds of the estate, but when Rionda died in 1943, his will stipulated that her body be moved from the mausoleum to Brooklawn Cemetery in Englewood, where they were both buried. After his death, the property lay vacant for many years. Finally, the remaining acres were parceled off—subdivided into housing developments and strip malls surrounded by a network of roads. Some structures, like Rionda’s carriage houses—built of the same dark stone as the tower—were converted into private homes. In the meantime, vandals damaged the tower, destroying stained-glass windows, the elevator, and some of the stonework.


  Perhaps moving her corpse stirred Harriet’s anger. Or maybe the actions of the vandals demanded a reaction on her part. Whatever the reason, it seems that she still does not rest in peace. Since the 1940s, the residents of Alpine have related stories of strange satanic-style rites being held at the Devil’s Tower, while vandals continued to damage it at every opportunity. Although city officials apparently thought about tearing down the tower at one point, they changed their minds after the unexplained deaths of some of the workers at the site. These days, Alpine city officials keep the tower sealed to prevent trespassers from getting inside and have made several attempts to stabilize it. The town’s historical society mounted a plaque there, which provides an outline of the tower’s history.


  But to this day, some local residents are adamant that if you drive backward three times around the Devil’s Tower at midnight, Harriet’s ghost will appear. Anyone brave—or foolish—enough to walk backward around it six times might come face-to-face with the devil himself. Supposedly, if you circle the tower at least eight times, something even more horrible will rise out of the darkness, but so far no one has been brave enough to try. Some drivers have complained that an unseen force has taken control of their vehicles as they pass the tower, resulting in a number of accidents. Perhaps Harriet is tired of haunting the tower alone and is longing for company.


  When the Bugle Blows


  The wealthy town of Old Tappan is filled with architectural treasures reflecting its colonial-era past. But some area residents would not mind losing one remnant of their history—the phantom bugler who haunts the woods near the Old Tappan Golf Course on DeWolf Road. There have been numerous reports that the horn blower was a soldier in the Continental Army during the Revolutionary War. He apparently never got the news that the war had ended, as he continues to periodically blow his horn late at night to muster the troops.


  Perhaps he was one of the six Yankees whose remains were unearthed in 1967, killed during what later became known as Baylor’s Massacre. Those soldiers were slaughtered by British forces in September 1778, while they were headquartered at Baylor’s Farm just outside of town. Under orders from one General Grey, English troops surrounded the stone farmhouse in the middle of the night and forced the Americans into the barnyard, where they bayoneted them and quickly buried them in makeshift graves. Even though the colonials are no longer physically present, perhaps the bugler still sounds his horn because he knows their loyal spirits are waiting for his call.


  Tickets, Please!


  Like moths drawn to a bright light on a summer’s night, ghosts just can’t seem to resist the lure of the theater. It is thought that two types of spirits haunt theaters. Some were former performers who lingered because they couldn’t resist yet another curtain call. Others were patrons who were so mesmerized by the performances they watched that they couldn’t imagine leaving the theater for the afterlife.


  Two theater companies in Bergen County have discovered that their historic playhouses are haunted. One is the Players Guild in Leonia, which uses a Civil War drill hall that dates from 1859. Members believe that their theater is haunted by Capt. John H. Margerum, who served with Company G, 22nd Regiment, of the New Jersey Volunteer Infantry during the Civil War. Margerum, whose portrait hangs in the lobby of the theater, was buried in Princeton Cemetery in 1904.


  Guild members became so concerned by the level of paranormal activity at the hall that they contacted a local team of investigators. The team spent time there and reported picking up some evidence of supernatural energy. Some guild members have said that upon entering the building lobby, they’ve heard what sounds like a rehearsal going on—only to enter the theater and find it completely dark. Others have experienced cold spots and have been present when the lights snapped on and off, although an electrician had thoroughly checked out the wiring.


  It seems that Margerum’s is not the only spectral presence who has been sighted at the theater, either. Another man wanders the corridors, and a woman weeps silently on the stairs to the second floor. They are occasionally joined by a little girl with dark, wavy hair who has been seen both inside and outside the theater.


  The Bergen County Players perform at an Oradell firehouse that was built in 1879. Members have spoken for many years of a mysterious force in their theater that turns lights and equipment on and off and moves objects, as well as footsteps heard in empty corridors. The players seem to have a number of specters lurking in their building as well, including a young actress who reportedly hanged herself onstage, an older woman who paces through the theater lobby, and a man who was believed to have been buried on the property. Actors occasionally have claimed that an invisible presence reached out to touch them during or immediately after a performance.


  The Gully Road Ghost


  A great many ghost stories tell of haunted houses or other haunted buildings. But what happens when the house occupied in life is no longer standing? What’s a poor ghost to do?


  As frequently is the case, Newark’s Gully Road ghost has a grievance. As the story goes, an aged couple lived in a little house, which they’d built themselves, on the edge of Newark—a city that was growing rapidly in the late nineteenth century. Their house was next to a small brook. The brook dried up, perhaps because new arrivals in the neighborhood were digging wells nearby. At any rate, people began using the now-dry bed of the little stream as a convenient roadway. Traffic got heavier, and the road needed to be widened. The old couple was ordered to abandon their house. They refused. The city insisted. The homeowners refused again. The city upped the cash offer. The couple stubbornly refused, and then learned a harsh lesson about the irresistible power of eminent domain. Yes, the government can take private property for a public purpose.


  During the tension and harassment that followed, the wife died of stress. Her grieving husband, more determined than ever to stay, had to leave when his house was demolished right over his head. He, too, was soon dead—from a broken and bitter heart, his friends said. Although they buried his body, his angry spirit apparently persisted and was hungry for revenge. It is said that his phantom plagued the local judge who signed the court order that condemned his house. The morning following the old man’s burial, that judge arrived in his chambers to find chaos. Law books had been flung off the shelves. Legal briefs had been shredded and stained by an overturned bottle of black ink. The judge’s black robe had been ripped apart. What appeared to be fresh blood stained the oriental carpet. The judge stood open-mouthed with dismay and disbelief. Then the distinguished jurist noticed a slightly phosphorescent figure seated comfortably in his high-backed leather swivel chair. “Hey, your honor,” sneered the ghost. “Remember me? You took my home and hurried my wife into her grave. My mission in death is to make your life as miserable and as short as possible.” The judge flew into a rage and died on the spot of a massive stroke.


  The hulking bulldozer that had been used to demolish the old couple’s house and destroy their mementos came to grief next. Left idling for a moment by its driver, who was distracted by the appearance of a wraithlike figure seated on the rim of the plow, the bulldozer somehow lurched into gear. It roared down the street and churned into the Passaic River.


  Allegedly, the bitter old man’s ghost still makes periodic appearances in connection with his permanent mission in death—slowing traffic along Gully Road, the hated road that doomed his house, his wife, and himself. His ghost now wanders along the highway that gave him so much grief. Many a late-night motorist has seen a man, bent with age, suddenly dart into a traffic lane, causing them to brake hard and swerve. But if their vehicle doesn’t avoid the seemingly unaware pedestrian, there is no collision. The man simply disappears, leaving a badly shaken driver.


  Although his main purpose seems to be to slow down traffic near his former home, the Gully Road ghost once appeared to teach an inconsiderate wife a lesson. A neighborhood couple had had an argument. The elderly husband was anxious that his wife stay home. He was afraid that in her absence, he might suffer a “spell” and die alone. His wife disagreed that she shouldn’t leave and got into the car. As she turned onto the old Gully Road, a figure jumped out in front of her, holding up his hands to bring her to a halt. She stopped, but then no one was there. Badly frightened, she returned home in time to comfort her dying husband. You’d best be careful on Gully Road.


The Shade of the Great Inventor

  Rare is the ghost who can be seen readily by any and all who are in the same place at the same time. Some people, for reasons not completely understood or understandable, possess greater-than-average sensitivity to the presence of spirits. They are more likely to see, hear, or otherwise sense a supernatural presence than the majority of other people, even those who may be standing right next to them.


  Explanations for this hypersensitivity vary by cultural tradition. In English folklore, persons born at midnight are likely to have heightened powers of psychic perception. In Scotland, these supernatural gifts are bestowed on those born on Christmas, Easter, or Good Friday. Among some western Indian tribes, prepubescent children can see ghosts when adults cannot.


  At any rate, not all visitors or staff at Thomas Edison’s office in his West Orange manufacturing plant and laboratory or his home in nearby Llewellyn Park have seen the Great Inventor’s ghost. Those who have witnessed his apparition at either location report a feeling of awe rather than fear.


  In his office, the phantom is seated in a wheeled office chair, the back tilted back as he props his feet up on the desk. The ghost appears to be lost in deep thought while gazing at the cubic foot of solid copper atop his desk. This was a gift from the Copper Producers Association, who appreciated Edison’s contributions to the electrical industries that so greatly increased demand for their metal. A cigar, forgotten, smolders in an ashtray. Edison’s ghost appears to be thinking, something that the living man did so well and so often.


  The other venue in which Edison’s spirit is said to appear is in the library of his mansion in Llewellyn Park, an exclusive gated community not far from his office. True to his no-nonsense, workaholic nature, Edison had purchased the brand-new house completely furnished, down to the dishes and silverware, draperies, rugs, and bedding, from a department store executive who had gone bankrupt building and furnishing it. Edison saw shopping as a big waste of time.


  Interestingly, Thomas Edison is believed to have expressed interest in communicating with the dead. He saw mysteries as problems to solve, perhaps with new electrical apparatus. This ties in neatly with a common theme in ghost lore—the often-reported mysterious behavior of electrical switches and lights when a ghost allegedly is present.


  Thomas Edison is credited by some sources with creating—or at least, attempting to create—a machine that would allow people in this world to talk to those in the next. However, Douglas G. Tarr, a National Park Service archives technician who works at Edison National Historic Site, provided copies of correspondence as evidence that the “machine” never developed past the discussion stage. Tarr has spent more than a decade responding to such inquiries made to the site.


  The National Park Service owns and operates the Edison National Historic Site in West Orange, which includes Edison’s home, his laboratories, and a replica of the Black Maria—the world’s first motion picture studio. Edison constructed this new facility
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