

  
 [image: Cover]




  Florida’s Ghostly Legends and Haunted Folklore




  Volume Two




  North Florida and St. Augustine




  Greg Jenkins




  [image: Image]




   




   




  Copyright © 2005, 2009 by Greg Jenkins




  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.




  Inquiries should be addressed to:




  Pineapple Press, Inc.


  P.O. Box 3889


  Sarasota, Florida 34230
www.pineapplepress.com




  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data




  Jenkins, Greg, 1964-




  Florida’s ghostly legends and haunted folklore / by Greg Jenkins.




  p. cm.




  Includes bibliographical references.




  ISBN 978-1-56164-328-8 (v. 2 : pbk.)




  1. Ghosts—Florida. 2. Haunted places—Florida. I. Title.




  BF1472.U6J47 2005




  133.1’09759—dc22 2004025871




  978-1-56164-634-0 e-book ISBN.




  First Edition


  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2




  Design by Shé Hicks


  Printed in the United States of America




  Acknowledgments




  This book is dedicated to all those who have the wisdom to look beyond the confines of conventional thought, for exploring the evidence with an open mind without undo judgment in order to find the truth. I wish to thank those personalities of the supernatural, the psychical researchers and paranormal investigators who have offered me a chance to explore beyond the regions of my own philosophies. For Drs. Hans Holzer, Tony Cornell, Loyd Auerbach, Barry Taft, Kerry Gaynor, and William Roll, who first sparked my interest in the paranormal, and Dr. Andrew Nichols, Florida’s own expert on the paranormal, and everyone who keeps my interest alive and strong, I thank you all for the momentum you have afforded me. I also thank Kimberly Penkava for assisting me in my journey into the unknown this last year, and Jennifer Schneider for aiding me while creating this book. Thanks to the music group Midnight Syndicate, whose atmospheric music not only kept me awake those late nights, but also gave me the inspirational juice to keep searching for Florida’s elusive ghosts. Thanks also to Pineapple Press for having the vision to explore such topics as ghosts and the unknown. And thanks to all the many people who have helped me to make this book possible: the witnesses, the faithful, those who believe in me, and those who continue to keep Florida’s unique and diverse oral traditions and enchanting folklore alive.




  The purpose of this book is to create a compendium of ghostly and haunted phenomena, as well as the many enchanted or creepy locations found in the great state of Florida. It is also a registry of some of Florida’s strangest and most haunted places: preternatural locations found in our cities, towns, national parks, cemeteries, and even in our own backyards. In the interest of those who wish their anonymity secure, some information, such as names and private addresses, are omitted for the sake of privacy.




  During my investigations, which have taken me from one end of Florida to the other, visiting every place from lonely cemeteries, old abandoned psychiatric hospitals, and even deserted stretches of road that seemed to be endless, I found myself in awe of Florida’s uniqueness. After interviewing more than eighty people in the process, I have been fortunate to learn far more about Florida’s legends and folklore than I could ever have hoped for.




  Of the people I interviewed, many were more than cooperative, eagerly wanting to share their stories, delighted to be recognized in some small way. Others, however, were more reluctant to share their personal accounts, wanting to remain completely anonymous. The reluctance of the latter group of people is generally due to their livelihoods, positions in their towns or cities, or understandable insistence on not revealing their personal addresses. Other stories and locations, however, are revealed for the reader as an invitation to do his or her own ghostly investigations and to consider this book a personal guide to some of Florida’s most haunted localities, where ghosts abound in very unexpected places.




  Preface




  The subjects of ghosts and haunted locations, life after death, and the shadows we sometimes see in the corners of our eyes were discussed to some length in Florida’s Ghostly Legends and Haunted Folklore, Volume 1, Central and South. I offer here a few more dark and creepy legends from the Sunshine State. Indeed, while researching these many ghostly legends and oral traditions, I have come to believe that there is an almost unending supply of such folk tales.




  In Volume 1, I explored the many dark aspects of Florida’s particularly impressive haunting folklore—tales that inspired more dread than mere folly. Some stories have been passed down from family to family and focus on a spirit who is more than likely a member of that family; other tales stand out to the general population because they involve remnants of a torturous time or an existence of pain. Either way, these spirits and specters appear to be far more than heated imaginations or simple nonsense. In most of my exploration, collection, and analysis of these ghostly tales, I have found there to be a singular sincerity among the storytellers that should not go unnoticed.




  As I interviewed literally hundreds of people in the last two years, people from all walks of life—homeowners and morticians, historians and policeman—I was afforded the chance to see a different side of these time-honored legends. Undeniably, I found myself being fueled by the intense aspects of Florida’s history, both the good and the bad. And, as a result, I was led to even more of the dark regions and creepy avenues in this great state.




  In Volume 1, I had the opportunity to visit some of Florida’s most exotic and beautiful locations. When exploring the sheer grandeur of the Biltmore Hotel in Coral Gables, I was amazed by the colorful history of this charming hotel, as well as the turbulent past that many people have forgotten, or never knew at all. The exploits of the 1920s gangster “Fatty” Walsh and the Biltmore are legendary, and his spirit today is no less a notable figure, and just as much the ladies man as he was so many years ago.




  When dining at Cap’s Place Island Restaurant in Lighthouse Point, I found more than just a wonderful meal. The distinct presence that so many feel there, as well as the scent of old cigar smoke wafting through the air, certainly had me looking over my shoulder, waiting for old Theodore “Cap” Knight to walk out from the bushes. And, as I toured the Boca Raton Resort and Club only a few miles up Federal Highway, I couldn’t help anticipating the jovial Addison Mizner strolling the lush and ornate foyers of this gorgeous hotel, or the trusted Esmeralda tending to her host, leaving the scent of roses wherever she went. South Florida truly is a golden coast, and a good bit haunted, as well.




  When investigating central Florida, from Tampa Bay and St. Pete to Orlando and Cocoa Beach, I found myself in awe of the simple rewards of nature’s beauty, and of the laid-back nature of many Floridians. But there is more than just beauty and a relaxing attitude to be found there. Central Florida’s history will certainly speak for itself, and yet, there appears to remain an unseen reality in our state’s history, which sometimes shows itself to the unsuspecting.




  As I drove over the Sunshine Skyway Bridge early one morning, I had hoped to see the hitchhiking ghost of a young girl who always searches for a ride to the other side. I was gripping my steering wheel tightly as I remembered the horrible tragedy that took place there in 1980 and the many lives that were lost that early, foggy morning. When I walked through the huge marble mausoleum of the incredible Myrtle Hill Cemetery near Ybor City, knowing that I was the only one there those late evenings, I did indeed hear the low whispers and out-of-place voices coming from the cold, dark recesses of this giant tomb … an experience that had me walking out of that scary place in a hurry, with the hair on my neck standing on end.




  To be sure, as I explored the many haunted locations that Florida offers, I knew I had to keep exploring further. As I did so, I traveled up each coast, surveying and collecting stories, in search of other time-honored oral traditions that would otherwise remain hidden. Traveling to tiny hamlets like Micanopy, where you’ll find the charming Herlong Mansion and the mothering spirit of Inez Herlong-Miller, and to the opulent St. Augustine, the crown jewel of Florida’s past and present where there are likely to be more ghosts here than anywhere else in the United States—I was fortunate to have seen Florida at its best.




  Volume 2 will take you even further into the Sunshine State’s haunted realm, and once again, what you read might just have you looking a little closer at what was once taken for granted. Although Florida still offers the beautiful beaches and lakes, the gorgeous hotels and landmarks, and of course excellent universities and cultural institutions, there is still something else here … something downright supernatural.




  Perhaps all the things we see and speculate as the spirits of the dead may in fact be nothing more than our imaginations. Perhaps the whispers and disembodied voices are nothing more than the fear of the unknown, or an innate belief in the otherworldly. Perhaps this is true, but there is indeed evidence for a world that co-exists with our waking state that for some goes unnoticed, and yet for others is seen, heard, and experienced as absolute reality. For some, ghosts are as real as you and I, able to inhabit our realm as easily as we do. And although there are those that will argue that ghosts are something explainable in scientific terms, there are others who choose to look beyond the fringes of the rational and what we consider to be reality, actively looking for the unexplainable.




  With this said, I invite you once again to prepare to go beyond Florida’s bright, sunny days and vacation spots and step into the lesser-known, darker areas of our most haunted Florida.




  Introduction




  More Legends and Beliefs




  Is all that we see or seem but a dream within a dream?


  —Edgar Allen Poe




  The concept of fear was a powerful reality for Edgar Allen Poe. Poe’s life was filled with the tormented ghosts of his past and the unfortunate specters of his present, and his entire world was truly haunted. Poe was a man with an almost uncanny understanding of the afterlife—not only did he believe in supernatural legends, but he surrounded himself in a world of graveyards and old abandoned mansions that sat on barren mountains, of overgrown valleys and dales. Indeed, his was a mind of both the mysterious and the preternatural.




  Perhaps for Poe, the ominous, creepy subjects of his stories and poems were to some degree true—strange encounters in his life left their impressions for his creative writings to elaborate. In this tradition, our imaginations may create strange and frightening things such as ghosts and hauntings, events which may have earthly explanations. There are some incidents that cannot be explained no matter what, incidents that will eventually become tales to be told by the fireplace, then local history, then legends passed down through generations. Time changes the story piece by piece until only small fragments of the original tale remain. After undergoing the sometimes subtle, sometimes great degrees of alteration, what is left is oftentimes far scarier than the original incident the legend was based on. So form the ghostly tales we all know and love.




  Although people today are certainly more skeptical toward supernatural occurrences, and belief systems have been altered over the years, the ghost story still has the power to intrigue. Although many of us simply disregard the idea of ghosts and hauntings as nothing more than the fearful leftovers from our primitive past, refusing to entertain such stories as anything more than fiction to be told around campfires or on stormy nights, there are still those who believe.




  Legends of haunted houses and restless spirits are sadly becoming a forgotten aspect of our culture today. Perhaps our high-tech computers and cell phones are taking much of our time away from us, or perhaps reality TV is replacing a good book. Yet, for some, the supernatural legend still has the power to invigorate the imagination and propel to further research, exploring the sources of such legends. Some are inspired to open their minds to many other philosophies and aspects of their reality regardless of their high-tech world. Indeed, some may find the hidden truth to these and other legends through their exploration. For most, however, without tangible evidence for the existence of ghosts, such flights of fancy shall always remain in the ethereal realm of the unknown and within the obscure, untapped regions of the imagination.




  Beyond all the paranormal elements of our legends, however, whether they are ghosts or mystical creatures, the one thing that all of us question, regardless of race, religion, or status in life, is the fate of our consciousness after the death of our physical body. Do we truly cease to be, or do we go on to some heavenly place of existence? Anthropologists tell us that humans have always asked this question. Do we go to a higher plane of reality, or do we simply rot in the ground? Without a doubt, this is an age-old question that either falls within the realm of faith, or is simply ignored due to fear of the unknown.




  Those who refuse to believe that we simply die and return to earth will ask the aforementioned questions for the rest of their lives. Those who have no doubt that life continues in another reality will undoubtedly continue searching for an answer. Edgar Allen Poe questioned these ideas throughout his life, always preparing for death, and fearing it with great intensity. He felt it necessary to delve into the morbid and the macabre, making it into his very reality, actually concentrating on his fears. Publicly, Poe believed that the very concepts of ghosts, spirits, or apparitions were most often, if not always, nothing more than mental aberrations, embellishing the realms of fantasy. Yet, in his private thoughts, he would often wake up in cold sweats, claiming to have seen and heard the dreadful remains of the angry, vengeful dead. His fears were so great in fact, that he outfitted his future coffin with a special bell and chain just in case he was buried alive, which was his greatest fear.




  Although Poe might exemplify an extreme of this natural human fear of the unknown, and death particularly, many people today seem to occupy the other extreme, finding a place to put their fears, even denying the concept of life after death altogether. For some, however, the belief is all too powerful and real. Indeed, many scholars and religious leaders alike believe that the human spirit may separate itself from its mortal host and exist separately for anywhere from a few moments to many centuries. Each spirit has its own purpose and time among the living, and the manifestations, too, vary according to the individual purpose of each spirit.




  Spooks and specters appear to have many different guises, and certainly there are many forms that have been reported over the years. One of the types is the crisis apparition, a spirit said to show itself to a family member as a warning of danger, or to give assurance that the person in question did indeed die and is either at peace or has unfinished earthly business. Other forms of ghosts or entities may seem to reiterate their concerns by steadily repeating a particular action. These spirits are said to be the residue or “spiritual recording” of a person rather than an actual sentient entity. An example of this phenomenon is the cliché of the ghostly soldier who walks the ramparts of an ancient fort, seemingly always on duty, conducting the same motions and behaviors every time he is spied. In the first volume, I spoke of such a phantom who walks the remains of an ancient fort in New Smyrna Beach. This long-dead Spanish soldier might be seen walking back and forth on stormy nights, as if keeping lookout for enemy ships at sea, only to disappear when approached by the living. Many paranormal researchers and psychics believe that this soldier is simply a recording of something that took place long ago, not necessarily a sentient being.




  A haunting of a home, apartment building, or supermarket, or any place for that matter, is of course the most represented supernatural event in television and film. A classic haunting might have all the customary attributes, such as eerie cold spots, a creaking floor board, a door that will open or close by itself, perhaps the sounds of footfalls in an empty house, and even strange or revolting smells where there should be none. All these oddities may constitute a haunted location.




  As stated before, haunted locations can certainly be homes or apartment complexes, but they might also be crowded department stores, hospitals, theatres, and of course cemeteries and battlefields. All such places can have preternatural residues or vibrations of tragic events from the past. Some places are even believed to house a portal for ethereal entities to come and go as they please. Additionally, some believe that if you build a home over a particular location, such as a burial ground, battlefield, or other place where horrific events have taken place, you might just be inviting the supernatural entities into that home. In fact, many practitioners of the paranormal believe the whole world is haunted, complete with complex arrays of supernatural highways and byways. In any case, this book is for those who believe in spirits and haunted locations, and even for those interested skeptics.




  As Florida is certainly full of such supernatural highways, it seems likely that ghosts and similar entities co-exist right along with us. And, because there are so many examples of eloquent legends and oral traditions that have been passed down over the years, perhaps the stories of Edgar Allan Poe were indeed based on fact and personal experience.




  With that said, prepare yourself to enter a darker, spookier Sunshine State—what I call Haunted Florida.
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  The May-Stringer House




  Brooksville




  Don’t Make Jessie May Mad!




  A Little History




  The May-Stringer Heritage Museum (also known as the Hernando Heritage Museum), a majestic Southern antebellum home with seven gables and gingerbread trim, is located at 601 Museum Court in Brooksville, Florida. Built in 1856, this home has four stories and twelve rooms in all, a large country kitchen and an adjoining summerhouse kitchen toward the rear of the home, all decorated in a Civil War–era motif with over 10,000 pieces of antiquity on display. The parlor room is reminiscent of the high Victorian style, complete with a foot-pump organ. A large porch surrounds most of the house and is lined with rocking chairs, giving it a true Southern look.




  Because the May-Stringer House is a museum, all the rooms hold artifacts from Brooksville’s past, including a few pieces of Florida’s first telephone and switchboard equipment, as well as a medical examining room, complete with an examining table and cases filled with various medical antiques. The museum also has a small schoolroom and a library, which was once used for local children, as well as an attic filled with many examples of Florida’s history that give the viewer a peek into what life must have been like living in Florida 160 years ago. It is truly an educational experience.




  Mr. John May once lived in the house with his wife, Marena. After John died, Marena remarried Frank Saxon and the two had a daughter, Jessie May. Sadly, Marena died giving birth to Jessie May; and worse, Jessie May would die only a few years later at the age of three. After several years, Mr. Saxon moved away, and a Dr. Sheldon Stringer bought the house to serve both as his home and for his medical practice. Dr. Stringer altered the home by adding a room for his patients and even had a special exit constructed so that his patients could walk directly out of the exam room without disturbing the doctor’s family.




  In September 1877, the Brooksville courthouse caught fire and burned down, destroying all records concerning the May-Stringer house. The May-Stringer house and its land was donated to Hernando County, and a new courthouse was constructed next to the home. The house still stands, practically unchanged from the nineteenth century, and is listed on the National Register of Historic Places.




  Today, this charming home is lovingly maintained by several of Brooksville’s residents who volunteer to recreate the environment from America’s early years. These volunteers guide visitors around each of the rooms and describe what life was like then. And although they’ll let you walk around by yourself to get that Southern, homey feel, don’t be surprised if you get the feeling that someone’s watching you, as this home seems to have something more than just antiques and quaint decorations within it. The May-Stringer House, a gentle reminder of a more civilized time, seems to have a ghost residing in it—the ghost of Jessie May Saxon.




  Ghostly Legends and Haunted Folklore




  Every volunteer at the May-Stringer House, if not the entire town of Brooksville, knows the story of Jessie May, the daughter of Frank and Marena Saxon. The child was born in the house, and eventually died in the house when she was only about three years old. Although she never knew her mother, Jessie May was said to have missed her so terribly that she would wake up in the middle of the night and walk around the house crying out for her. Some believe that when she got sick, she willed herself to die in order to find her lost mother. Apparently, though, she never did, as her spirit is believed to wander this beautiful home even today.




  When I visited this site in 2003, I already knew about the ghost of Jessie May, as the May-Stringer ghost story has appeared in several publications. There’s no doubt that many people have heard the legend of Jessie May, and when I finally got the chance to see this allegedly haunted home, the feelings of something otherworldly were indeed quite strong. When I walked around the home with the volunteer guides, I took the opportunity to ask questions about the haunting and what type of experiences, if any, they may have had. The women who work there are middle-aged, refined people who are quite open with their opinions regarding the paranormal events. They are anything but wide-eyed, blithering fanatics on the subject of ghosts; they have a down-to-earth, matter-of-fact way of describing their experiences. And their opinions are unquestionably affirmative—there is definitely a ghost there.




  On most occasions, the May-Stringer ghost is not dangerous, but she is without a doubt particular, especially if you move things, like her toys, from where they should be. Many of the Victorian-era toys are on display in the dining room and the surrounding parlor area. These toys, mostly wooden objects and dolls, are occasionally rearranged or displayed on another floor by a volunteer. The next day




  when the volunteers come in to work, there’s a good chance they will find the toys scattered around the room in disarray. What they find always looks as if a child had a temper tantrum. As the home is locked securely and monitored by an alarm system, someone breaking in to make a mess like this just doesn’t make sense, especially when nothing is stolen.




  When visiting the second floor and looking into Jessie May’s crib, you will find a porcelain doll, complete with nightgown and delicate face. This doll sits serenely on the pillow within the crib and stares out as if in contemplation. If you’re tempted to pick up the doll, please do not—not so much because it is an antique, but because Jessie May will not like that. According to the volunteers here, a helper once moved the doll from the crib to the nearby bed. The next day when one of the ladies came in to the bedroom, the bed sheets had been pulled back and articles of clothing had been thrown around the room. There was neither sign of a break-in nor any other form of vandalism in the house, which naturally made the whole event even stranger.
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  On another occasion, the attic appeared to be the scene of a poltergeist outbreak. Again, when volunteers arrived for work, they found the attic space completely disarranged; specifically, a toy cash register and its play-money contents had been scattered around the room. This particular toy, unlike the Victorian-age toys, was more modern, no more than twenty years old. Perhaps Jessie May was somehow offended by this modern toy with its paper dollar bills and plastic coins. While other parts of the room were also disarranged, mostly boxes and pillows tossed to the floor, the toy cash register seemed to be the primary focus of the mess. It was on its side, as if kicked over, and all its contents were littering the floor. Although these paranormal behaviors are certainly frightening, most of the sprit’s rearranging has been less violent. Sometimes an object like the doll or another toy is moved as if another volunteer had just wanted a change from the usual and placed it somewhere else. Needless to say, these rearrangements can cause confusion among the museum’s staff and add to the overall mystery of the mischievous May-Stringer ghost.




  Not long ago, right before Mother’s Day, the volunteers displayed several teacups on a small table that sits in front of the fireplace mantle. When the volunteers had returned the following morning, there was one extra teacup added to the original setup, and the day after that there was yet another cup placed there. After looking around for the origin of the teacups, a volunteer discovered that they had been moved from the china cabinet to the table. There was a scheduled tea party for some of the town’s ladies in honor of Mother’s Day, and some feel that Jessie May wanted to add as many teacups as she could, so that maybe, just maybe, her mother would come, too.




  Recently, a volunteer arrived earlier than normal, around 7:30 A.M., long before the museum opened its doors at noon. The volunteer claimed that she heard loud noises coming from the attic. She knew that nobody else should be in the house this early and was naturally a little frightened. Everything was in place and undisturbed on the first floor, so she decided to be brave and creep up the stairs to see what was going on. As she was turning for the attic stairs at the end of the second floor, the noises seemed to be dying down, and when she got to the top, the noises had stopped altogether. When she opened the door, she found that many of the boxes were moved and some old magazines had been thrown across the room. The volunteer believes that Jessie May was upset to have been disturbed so early in the morning.
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  Although the spirit of Jessie May becomes upset from time to time, the most disturbing aspect to her legend is the pitiful, woeful lamenting of a lost child. On windy days, or when loud noises permeate the house, such as from a vacuum cleaner or a power drill, witnesses have heard faint but recognizable crying. Sometimes, people can hear a distinct voice calling out “Momma … Momma,” followed by weeping, then fading to nothingness. These sad cries have been heard throughout the stately home by many people over the years—not only by the volunteers, but also by the many visitors from Brooksville and abroad. Jessie May had been looking for her mother even before she died, and many psychics and other paranormal investigators feel that the strong bond between a mother and child may follow to the afterlife. Moreover, because Jessie May had expired in a state of grief and confusion, perhaps her spirit got lost between our existence and the ethereal plane. Even though Jessie May and her mother are buried next to each other on the grounds of the May-Stringer House—in the front lawn, in fact—they have never found each other in the afterlife, which has apparently resulted in this museum’s uncanny reputation for ghosts and paranormal activity, leading to the legend of the spirit of a lost little girl still searching for her mother … the legend of Jessie May.




  Afterthoughts




  The May-Stringer House is more than a museum; it is a portal to Florida’s frontier past, where life was always a challenge, and where comforts were few and far between. With the ravages of the Civil War and the many diseases that spread like wildfire in those days, it stands to reason that there would be a lot of turmoil, death, and sadness within a house from that time. A story like Jessie May’s is not uncommon, as Florida’s antiquated cemeteries are full of families that were wiped out by such hardships.
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