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  INTRODUCTION


  “Do you agree that, when we speak of a ghost, we imply the preceding existence of something or someone corporeal? That is, something or someone having had a body before that thing or person achieved ghostliness? Yes or no?”


  —Seamus Deane, Reading in the Dark


  Romantic, carefree, spicy, eccentric, sultry, mysterious, garish, wondrous, exotic, fabulous, strange, extraordinary, eerie, quaint, and spooky, this is New Orleans. The list could be, should be, longer. Time often clouds memory, but early descriptions of the city, her people, and her long and tumultuous past are recorded in numerous history books, letters, and legal documents. Over the past three hundred years, the city herself has endured, undulating through each successive wave of change, whether individual, governmental, or natural, to emerge strong and vibrant. Many forces have tried, some successfully and others unsuccessfully, to alter the unique New Orleans way of life. The words of the living have recorded her story, but many spirits have stayed behind to relive the past in the present. They have been around since the beginning.


  The city’s early French history was rooted in staunch Catholicism and reinforced by the Spanish. Praying to saints, long dead, to intercede for the living was a consolation for the unfortunate. When African slaves and Haitian refugees arrived, they brought with them religious practices, many based on superstition and voodoo. A Creole culture developed, drawing on the best and worst of both worlds as believers sought to alleviate pain and suffering.


  And New Orleans was a place of much suffering. Soggy, mosquito-infested swamps, deadly reptiles, intense heat, and rampant disease were a part of life for the early settlers. Sister Madeleine Hachard, one of the first Ursuline nuns to arrive in the colony, writes, “From these woods come clouds of mosquitoes, gnats, and another kind of fly. . . . These wicked animals bite without mercy.” These “wicked animals” brought malaria and yellow fever and death. Many died too young, and families fearing for their children turned to prayer and incantation. African slaves beseeched voodoo priests and priestesses for delivery from cruelty, forced separation from loved ones, and tortured death. Hurricanes, fires, epidemics, hardship, New Orleans experienced it all. The city was always wet—water lurking below the surface or floodwaters inundating her streets.


  Somehow in New Orleans the dead got all mixed up with the living; superstition became part of religion. A Catholic tradition of building an altar to celebrate St. Joseph’s help with famine is juxtaposed with the practice of burying a small statue of St. Joseph upside down in the front yard to help sell a house. It’s perhaps easy to see why things got so jumbled. The dead are aboveground in cemeteries where they are looked after in their homelike mausoleums called “Cities of the Dead.” Graves are decorated with flowers, Mardi Gras beads, St. Patrick shamrocks, and “lucky” fava beans. Sacred religious holidays such as St. John’s Eve, All Souls’ Day, and All Saints’ Day celebrate the spirit world as if the dead are still among the living. The knowledge of indigenous healing herbs led to charms and amulets that could protect oneself or harm others. Voodoo Queen Marie Laveau preyed on these superstitions to garner a loyal following. Her name is still evoked today when someone or something needs to be “taken care of.”


  New Orleanians grow up accepting ghosts, spirits, even apparitions as part of life. It was through Louisiana Voodoo that such terms as gris-gris and voodoo dolls were introduced into the American lexicon. Voodoo dolls are playthings of little girls. Putting a hex on someone is as common, and easy, as saying good-bye. And what New Orleans native hasn’t put the gris-gris on a plan she wanted fouled or an opponent he wanted to beat?


  Catholicism says that the souls of unbaptized children float in limbo, and so, too, do those who had not finished their work on earth. The idea that spirits, both good and evil, stay behind trapped between worlds surfaced very early, as evidenced by Père Dagobert, the Capuchin monk who defied authority in 1769 and who still sings in Jackson Square; the souls of yellow fever victims that haunt the Bourbon Orleans; and the tormented spirit of Madame Lalaurie who lingers restless and guilt-ridden. The dark side of the Crescent City’s history is documented in written letters and oral stories in which brutality, ruthlessness, inhumanity, and barbarity reigned and the idea that the powerless could change their fate or punish an oppressor, if not in this world, then in the next, became a workable belief.


  More than 150 years after its founding, the city was still struggling with disease and pestilence. In 1881, Mark Twain, referring to New Orleans, wrote that “the deep, troughlike gutters along the curbstones were still half full of reposeful water with a dusty surface . . . the great blocks of austerely plain commercial houses were as dusty-looking as ever.” New Orleans, a blend of beauty and ruin, has known great splendor and cruel death. The city has never left the past behind, choosing instead to live in harmony with the spirits of other worlds. Generations of native New Orleanians don’t want to leave, and never will. They think New Orleans is the best place on earth, and they understand why ghosts, phantoms, and spirits want to stay, too.


  Part One


  HAUNTED HOTELS AND HOUSES


  New Orleans is one of the most frequented vacation destinations in the united states. The mysterious, old, quaint, rowdy city attracts an eclectic crowd of history buffs interested in long-ago people and places and noisy revelers looking to “pass a good time.” The crescent city has something for everyone, including many welcoming, and not so welcoming, resident ghosts and spirits from the past.


  Interesting and haunted places to stay in New Orleans are easily found on vacation sites. We will visit only a few of the many that have intriguing stories or tall tales to tell. The ghosts at the palatial Royal Orleans, the Bourbon Orleans, the Dauphine Orleans, and the Hotel Monteleone enjoy an atmosphere of southern opulence, while the Hotel Provincial, the Andrew Jackson, and the columns Hotel cater to lingering spirits who want a more intimate setting. The Beauregard-keyes, Lalaurie, Griffon, and sultan Houses offer visitors a chance to imagine for a moment the past glories and sinful imperfections of a bustling river port.


  So come for Mardi Gras or the Jazz Fest, ride a steamboat up the Mississippi River or a streetcar down st. charles Avenue. Just come! But be careful when you book your hotel—haunted spirits may be waiting to escort you down the hall to your room or even tuck you into your bed at night.


  Chapter 1


  Desolate Spirits at Hotel Provincial


  Civil War soldiers fought for a mighty cause, but the human cost was high and casualties were plentiful. From the battle-fields around New Orleans, up the Mississippi River Valley and as far away as Natchez, Mississippi, and the panhandle of Florida, wounded men in dire need of medical care flooded into the city, now occupied by Yankee troops. Hospitals were overextended and medical staffs exhausted. A temporary hospital was set up in a spacious boardinghouse and connecting coffee shop in the French Quarter to afford many patients a quiet respite from their troubles, either through healing . . . or death. But when the war ended and Reconstruction in the South began, not all patients vacated the premises. Today the site of this Civil War hospital is home to the Hotel Provincial where, some say, the maimed and broken bodies of tortured souls still roam the halls and occasionally reach out to guests for help.


  Mark and Cate were looking forward to spending their honeymoon in New Orleans, the “City That Care Forgot.” But they would not soon forget their experiences at the Hotel Provincial. When the cab driver let them off at 1024 Rue Chartres in the shadow of the Mississippi River, Mark noticed a peculiarly curled smile on the face of the heavy man with the Cajun accent unloading the couple’s meager luggage from the taxi’s trunk. Well, Mark thought, he’s just amused that we’re a newly wed couple from the country visiting the big city for the first time.


  Marko, as his friends called him, felt quite the lucky man as he swaggered from the main street, through the private inner courtyard of the Hotel Provincial, and walked haughtily up to the front desk to sign in for the first time as husband and wife. Cate was mesmerized by the sultry Old World ambience of the hotel, looking right and left, agog at the beautiful tropical plants and fig ivy espaliers crawling up the exposed brick walls. Marko reached for Cate’s hand, telling her their room was on the second floor of Building 500.


  The couple noted the inviting swimming pool and lush gardens as they made their way across the courtyard. Their room, though small, was just what they expected from the quaint old hostelry in the heart of the French Quarter. Southern antiques adorned the room, and as they looked out upon the romantic city, they could almost see the mighty Mississippi River winding its way just beyond the levee.


  Marko strode over to his new wife, who was closing the door after the bellhop. He put his arms around her, but suddenly she turned to him with startled eyes. Later he was to remember the rush of love he felt for her; she had the biggest, roundest, and bluest eyes he had ever seen. She stared hard at her new husband. “What’s he doing here?” she blurted. Marko scanned the room, then looked at the door; it was shut, and they were alone. “What are you talking about, Cate?” Her face was ghostly white. “That man with the bloody . . .”


  [image: image]


  The Hotel Provincial is a charming and graceful hotel composed of five buildings with a long and colorful past. Building 100 and Building 200 are built on land granted in 1725 from Louis XV, king of France, to Louis Boucher de Granpre, lieutenant to Jean-Baptiste Le Moyne de Bienville, one of the founders of New Orleans. The property changed hands several times as fortunes were won and lost—from Chevalier Jean Lavillebeuvre, an Indian agent of the French colony who owned it from 1780 to 1797, to the Lauran and Roque families, who bought and developed the land throughout the 1800s. At the turn of the twentieth century, as industrialization found its way across the Mason-Dixon Line, from northern metro centers to the sleepy southern city lounging languidly in the crescent-shaped curve of the Mississippi River, the property was sold to the French Market Ice Company in 1903 as a commercial venture. After a devastating fire in 1958 destroyed the ice company, the Dupepe family bought the property, and the first buildings that would become the Hotel Provincial were completed in 1961. As the success of their hotel grew, the family began to expand by buying properties and buildings close by.


  Building 300 began as land that, since the founding of the city, had served as medicinal herb gardens for the nearby military Royal Hospital. Sister Francis Xavier Hebert, an Ursuline nun, planted herbs for teas, infusions, and distillates in an ample garden at the rear of the convent. Her efforts were supported by a treaty between the religious order of Ursulines and the Company of the Indies that stated: “Sufficient ground, adjoining the house shall be granted . . . both to erect there the new buildings of which there may be need and to make a garden for the religious.” The property was bought during the eighteenth century by the archbishop of New Orleans, who sold it in 1820. By 1825 the tract was the site of a spacious city house with slave quarters in the rear. Restoration of Building 300 of the Hotel Provincial was completed in 1967.


  Building 400 began as a retail store downstairs and living quarters upstairs in the 1830s Creole tradition. The site was home to a commercial business for many years and was a hardware store when it was purchased and restored in 1964 as part of the Hotel Provincial. Probably the most interesting parcel of land is that on which now stands Building 500. The Royal Hospital was erected by order of Louis XV in 1722 on the site, and this small military hospital came under the domain of the Ursuline nuns when they arrived from France in 1727 in service to the city and its residents. This facility welcomed both American and British soldiers who had been wounded during the 1815 Battle of New Orleans, which ended the War of 1812. Patients were nursed to health with Sister Xavier’s medicinal herbal concoctions of catnip, rosemary, sweet marjoram, sage, pot marigold, and pennyroyal.


  In 1831, Archbishop Leon de Necke sold the property and the now quite old hospital to Antoine Abat, who in turn sold it to Dominique Seghers, an attorney who demolished the aging structure and built two imposing houses in its stead. In 1848 the mansions were bought, united by a hallway, and turned into a boardinghouse, retail space, and coffee shop by Françoise Sambola. By the 1860s New Orleans was embroiled in the throes of the Civil War, and in April 1862 the city surrendered to a Union fleet with minimal resistance. Federal troops occupied the city, and the Medical College was closed for the duration of the war, because many student doctors and faculty had joined the Confederate army. Severe physician shortages resulted. With fighting all around and the city pressed to the wall with war causalities, the capacious structures of the boardinghouse and coffee shop were commandeered, by order of Major General Benjamin Butler, the federal military governor, as an adjunct military hospital for wounded and dying soldiers. Doctors were stretched to their limits as nurses rushed from patient to patient seeing to their wounds and dying wishes.


  It is Building 500 that guests and hotel staff say is most haunted. Over the years many stories have been reported by hotel visitors and employees alike. This doesn’t seem too unusual for a property that has seen the mayhem of two wars and its share of suffering and death. Guests entering their rooms have reported seeing soldiers with bandaged heads moaning in pain. One woman complained that she had been grabbed and pulled from her bed by something or someone unseen. A security guard claimed to have seen an entire hospital floor of nurses rushing around administering to wounded Confederate soldiers as the elevator opened onto the second floor of Building 500. There are stories of phantom whispers, doors opening and shutting by themselves, freezing cold areas, and steaming hot spots. Guests and staff have described soldiers with crutches and arms in slings roaming the hotel grounds, in the courtyard as well as the lobby, and medical staff with bloodied aprons and medical garb. Hotel maids have often complained of pools of blood on the floor that appear and subsequently disappear. Others report seeing soiled towels in their bathrooms turn into bloody bandages and bedding. Guests recall hearing organ music playing throughout Building 500, but no organ is on the premises. The building once housed an organ, but that was given to a local church just after the Civil War. In 1874, almost a decade after the Civil War ended, both the boardinghouse and the cafe that had served as the military hospital for Confederate soldiers burned to the ground in a tragic fire of unknown cause. The present building was built soon after the fire and in 1916 became the headquarters of the Reuter Seed Company. A bellman showing a couple their room shared a story about the room’s ghost, a man in a medaled military uniform who often visits guests. The couple reported seeing the man, who looked intently in their eyes, then disappeared. They said they captured the man’s image on film. Another soldier apparently likes oldies music and will change the radio in the room from whichever station it is on to his favorite station, WTIX. A séance was held to document the recurring phenomenon. The man materialized, spoke to those assembled in the room, and then disappeared through the wall. When tape recorders played back the session, the man could be heard asking someone to please tell Diane he had to go. Several images on film and videotape are said to have captured the stern face of a man in uniform and the flash of his military medals. The Dupepe family bought the building in 1969, completing the properties that make up the charming Hotel Provincial complex. Buildings 100 and 200 are decorated in nineteenth-century New Orleans style. Buildings 300 and 400 have been returned to their original 1820s architectural style. The old herb garden of the Ursuline Convent continues to flourish and was featured on the PBS program Victory Garden. Building 500, where you will want to stay if you are interested in meeting a ghost, is today an authentic restoration of the original 1875 structure. Guests flock to this popular French Quarter hotel, and recent blogs have described bloodstains that mysteriously appear and disappear on the bedding and disembodied spirits floating around the grounds. The Hotel Provincial ghosts are not afraid of having their pictures taken as the Haunted History Tour in New Orleans strolls through the lobby, replete with distressing memories and anguished spirits of the old hospital corridors. So many people who experienced trauma and death on these premises have chosen to linger here that there are no specific names to associate with the hauntings, but the Hotel Provincial is regarded as one of the most haunted hotels in New Orleans.
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  Cate had not heard any of these stories when she turned to her new husband for consolation. She explained that she had seen a young soldier, in a tattered uniform, with his limbs wrapped in bloody bandages. She described in detail how the blood ran from his arms to the floor. “It was so real,” she repeated over and over again. Marko tried to comfort her. He turned the radio to a classical station. This will soothe her, he said to himself as he started to run a bath for his agitated wife. In seconds, the lyrical sonata stopped, the station changed frequencies on its own, and Marko heard, “Welcome back to your oldies rock station, WTIX-FM at 94.3 on the dial.” Now it was Marko’s turn to stare wide-eyed and apprehensively around his honeymoon suite.


  Chapter 2


  Andrew Jackson, a Hero Lives On


  New Orleans is indebted to Andrew Jackson, hero of the Battle of New Orleans. It seems he still enjoys his celebrated nineteenth-century reputation and fame as many people have reported that his ghost frequents several places throughout the city even today.


  Frank surprised his wife, Jessica, with a trip to New Orleans . . . away from the children. They had two daughters, ages ten and eight, and a four-year-old son who were involved in all sorts of activities from volunteering at the local SPCA to basketball and soccer. This vacation would be a quiet getaway, a chance to unwind, take long walks through the French Quarter, visit a museum or two, and eat wonderful food. After checking in at the Andrew Jackson Hotel on Royal Street, the couple went directly to room 111, at the back, facing the courtyard, to deposit their luggage and get out on the town. The quaint hotel had beautiful period furnishings as advertised. Frank was proud that he had made all the arrangements himself. While Jessica changed clothes, Frank looked through the city guide on the desk for things to do and see. It was almost dinnertime, and he was looking forward to a great meal at a Cajun restaurant.


  “Jess,” Frank called out. “Listen to what they say about our hotel. ‘The Andrew Jackson is located in the heart of the French Quarter, and many say that it is haunted.’ That’s funny, isn’t it? You don’t think the hotel is haunted, do you?”


  Jessica was ready to enjoy her weekend and didn’t want to spend time dwelling on “haunted” places. “Of course not,” she said. “It’s just a gimmick to attract tourists.” She walked to the centuries-old wrought-iron balcony overlooking Royal Street and the French Quarter. “Let’s go find a place for dinner.”


  The couple left the hotel behind and returned exhausted a few hours later; they had been up since 6 a.m. making sure Nana was set to handle all the weekend activities with the children. Looking forward to a good rest before hitting the streets again the next day, they climbed into bed and quickly drifted off to sleep. But sleep did not linger long. Of all things they were awakened by the cries and commotion of young children playing in the courtyard below their window while another child was bouncing a ball against the wall of their room. How could this be happening on their weekend away from the kids? Frank reached for the phone and dialed the front desk. The night clerk did not seem concerned—he said he had heard the complaints before.
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  The history of the site where the Andrew Jackson Hotel sits today goes back more than two hundred years. It seems that “layers” of ghosts haunt this place, each connected to lives lived in the distant past. Stories vary in details, though not in substance. The late 1700s brought much death and destruction to the fledgling city. To help with the children who were abandoned and left behind due to sickness and disease, yellow fever epidemics, lack of resources, fire, and floods, an all-boys orphanage and public school was built at 919 Royal Street until it, too, was destroyed. Some say a horrific fire was started as the orphanage swayed and rattled in a fierce hurricane that swept in from the Gulf of Mexico at the end of August 1794. The storm had devastated Cuba, and as the surge moved inland, it brought unprecedented hail and nine hours of tormenting winds that destroyed lives, cattle, and crops. Ships were overturned in the Mississippi River, and Governor Carondelet was forced to ask for financial assistance for the affected area.


  Others blame the devastation of the orphanage on the great fire, six months later in December 1794, that burned so many homes and city buildings. In any case, it was recorded that fire killed at least five young boys as the orphanage went up in flames. These children’s ghosts have never left the orphanage site. They romp around the cast-iron fountain and play in the deserted courtyard. The children roam the hallways of the hotel, calling out loudly to each other. The boys seem to like playing in the middle of the night, perhaps because they can, now that no bedtime can be enforced. Guests have reported loud laughter and playful shrieking as the young boys pass in and out and through walls. Boisterous specters zip through the lobby unchecked.


  The manager gets calls from guests asking him to keep the children quiet when no children are in the hotel. He says the calls, usually between two and three in the morning, most often come from the guest rooms at the back of the hotel. He has seen the ghosts of children himself and understands the complaints. He tells of seeing the fleeting shadows of children disappearing into walls and the tops of the heads of the perished children over his lobby counter as they approached the front desk. Then, poof, they were gone.


  After the ashes of the orphanage were cleared and long before the hotel was constructed, the first courthouse was built to serve as the US District Court for the territory. A disheartened ghost has been seen in the corner of the courtyard. Only part of the specter can be seen, with his head bowed and hands tied behind his back as if ready to be led away to a deadly fate. People report the sad, gloomy spirit of a hopeless man. Perhaps he was convicted of a crime he did or didn’t commit; perhaps he was hanged on the very spot where he stands. No one knows, but he is there, sulking in the shadows.


  The most famous ghost haunting the hotel is Andrew Jackson himself. Guests report seeing the ghostly figure of General Jackson walking through the hotel. Jackson was the hero of New Orleans in the War of 1812 when the United States fought Great Britain. By 1814, following his success as a military commander in the Battle of Horseshoe Bend, Jackson was promoted to major general in command of the southern frontier. To thwart plans of a British attack on New Orleans, a major gateway to the interior of the country, Jackson led a force of regulars, volunteers, militia, free blacks, and pirates to fortify the banks of the Mississippi River. On January 8, 1815, British General Sir Edward Pakenham led a frontal assault on Jackson’s position. Jackson’s men stood firm with artillery and rifle fire, stopping the advancing British army. The British casualties during this battle exceeded two thousand while Jackson suffered only thirteen dead and fifty-eight wounded and missing.


  Neither side knew that the Treaty of Ghent ending the war had been signed two weeks earlier. Though the battle’s outcome did not affect who won the war, the victory had great significance for the people of New Orleans. Jackson’s low casualty number and the inspirational image of the American frontiersmen defeating hardened British veterans became legend. Jackson was a national hero. But even heroes have legal battles. Major General Andrew Jackson would end up being indicted for contempt of court and charged with obstruction of justice. After he had won the Battle of New Orleans, Jackson continued to maintain martial law in the city, ignoring news that a declaration of peace had been signed. Some citizens criticized Jackson for this, and Louis Louallier wrote an article in the local newspaper denouncing Jackson’s policy of bringing
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