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    Dedication


    For Mom,


    Thanks for always keeping me safe from the ghosts


    and the monsters under my bed

  


  
    Epigraph


    
      Few things become architecture so well as a whiff of the past and a hint of the uncanny. Canada needs ghosts, as a dietary supplement, a vitamin taken to stave off that most dreadful of modern ailments, the Rational Rickets.


      — Robertson Davies, High Spirits

    


    
      REMEMBER FRIEND, AS YOU PASS BY


      AS YOU ARE NOW SO ONCE WAS I


      AS I AM NOW, SO YOU WILL BE


      PREPARE FOR DEATH AND FOLLOW ME


      — Epitaph on a tombstone in Burkholder Cemetery,


      Hamilton, Ontario
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    A Foreword in Two Parts

    



    By Daniel Cumerlato and Stephanie Lechniak


    Hamilton: A Town of Character, Communities, and Creepy History


    Hamilton is our home. Both Stephanie and I were raised in the city. I am originally an east-ender and Stephanie is a Mountain girl. We were from two different worlds, but we are both Hamiltonians. Everything about who we are started here, in the Ambitious City we call home.


    Hamilton has long been in the shadow of Toronto. Perhaps for a few years back in the 1850s, Hamiltonians thought they would surpass Toronto, but the idea quickly faded into the dust of modernism. Since the late 1800s, we’ve tried to be a big city, with big city dreams, but in the end the citizens decided there was no use fighting. We are a town of character and communities.


    It’s this character that gives the city its appealing history; a history connected to its ghosts.


    We first got into the paranormal, ironically, while living in Toronto for a year. For fun, we bought a fifty-cent Ouija board from a garage sale and contacted the dead with our first-ever taped session that same night. The board didn’t move much, but afterwards, when listening to the microcassette recorder, we found a very clear EVP (Electrical Voice Phenomenon, or ghost voice). When we asked, “Spirit, are you there?” a breathy voice, distinct and loud, as if located right up against the microphone, had answered — yes.


    We posted this experience on the Internet and were contacted by some TV producers. Nothing came of the EVP, but it was during this interview that we first heard about the notorious “murder house” in Hamilton. The producers freely talked about the ghosts, legends, and violent history of this mysterious house on Hamilton Mountain, but didn’t tell us the address, for fear we might use it before they had a chance to. A couple of days later, we were standing in front of Bellevue Mansion, the murder house, located at the west end of Concession Street.


    I was never much of a history buff as a child. To me, history was a subject in school, not something you could experience in person. After returning to Hamilton with Stephanie, this all changed.


    We took many pictures of Bellevue. After staring at the pile of pictures and all of our research, we decided the story needed to be told. So began Haunted Hamilton. Bellevue Mansion was demolished about a year later in the dead of night by a greedy landowner. Our pictures of the house were the last ever taken.


    We were hooked. Stephanie and I set out to discover as many historically haunted locations as possible: the Custom House, Hermitage Ruins, Auchmar Mansion, Whitehern Mansion, Albion Falls, and of course Dundurn Castle were all places we would visit over the next year. It was during this time that Haunted Hamilton transformed into a public hub for ghost stories, but also a place for celebrating Hamilton’s unique history, which complements the many ghosts who haunt it. Our past is not a story of success through white-collared games, but instead the blood and sweat of blue-collar workers. This gives the city a rough exterior and the permanent role of underdog.


    Our stories are infused with romance, mystery, and intrigue. Our history is bred in violence and pioneered by fighters who envisioned a city while staring down at a jungle. We’ve experienced war, murder, and mobsters — all the while trying hard to compete with the growing demands of an emerging nation. Nothing stopped, the city formed, and it’s that determination that gives Hamilton its ghosts.


    Our many years of ghost-hunting experience have changed the way we look at history. The many paranormal occurrences we have already experienced seem like an open invitation for even more strange happenings; as if the ghosts are talking about us behind our backs, saying, “Those guys are in the know, let’s talk to them” and giving us a personal connection to the past.


    We would become ready for them, especially on nights before an investigation. One such night, before investigating a four-year-old townhouse, stays with us.


    I was sleeping and Stephanie was in the living room. It was near Christmas, and we had our tree set up in the dining room. Stephanie heard squeaking noises and watched our two cats run over to stare at the tree, just before it fell against the window. When Stephanie checked the base, she saw that the four large steel bolts had come loose all by themselves.


    She ran into the bedroom and told me the entire story. After calming her, we both went to sleep. That same night, I had two vivid dreams. In the first, I saw Stephanie turn around in bed and start talking to me in a foreign language. To this day, I’m not familiar with what language was spoken, but I’ll never forget the strange way she was smiling at me.


    The second dream had me walking into an empty bedroom with the lights on. The curtains were open, exposing the large windows, and — in the reflection only — I could see a tall man standing on the bed, wearing a long coat with a wide-brimmed hat covering his face. This would be my first meeting with “the Jesuit,” a ghost we would all be familiar with by the end of the investigation.


    At no point during this experience did we see a physical apparition while awake; however, we know fully this was a ghostly experience.


    In the over ten years of running Haunted Hamilton, Stephanie and I can claim only one time each when we actually saw a ghost. This does not include hearing footsteps on the second floor, feeling the presence of something not visible to the naked eye, capturing an orb, or having something disappear; what I’m talking about is the experience of a visual manifestation of a spirit.


    For me it was at the Hermitage Ruins in Ancaster. We were finishing up the Ghost Walk, when I walked around the ruins to tell people it was time to leave. After clearing the side wall of the ruins, I saw two people walking away from me. I called to them but neither stopped. I called a second time, and both of them walked into the forest. I ran quickly, only seconds behind, to an area covered with bushes and many tripping hazards. I shone the flashlight into the woods to find that both people had vanished.


    For Stephanie, it happened while cleaning up after a Ghost Walk at the Custom House in Hamilton’s historic North End. Sitting in the main lobby, she was carefully scraping wax off of a table, when she heard footsteps. She looked up to see nobody was there, but the footsteps continued as if an invisible person were walking down the middle aisle toward her. She froze, afraid, staring out over the rows of chairs into the empty gallery. Then, for just a split second, a woman appeared, sitting properly stick-straight in one of the aisle chairs. She was looking directly at Stephanie. Then, as fast as the woman appeared, she was gone.


    Stephanie and I have always considered ourselves journalists in the field. We never become too much of a believer or a skeptic when it comes to the unknown.


    Believe too much and you’ll find amazing amounts of unproven evidence. Believe too little and you’ll never see or experience anything. Stay on the fence to watch the expert psychics, mediums, scientists, and photographers do their trade in the most haunted locations, and you’ll end up with an amazing view from the sky, looking down to find common factors.


    Failing that, there’s always a great ghost story as a personal link to history. It’s something to experience and never ignore, something to revel in and enjoy, and something, if you’re lucky, that just may scare you.


    Daniel Cumerlato


    Founding Partner of Haunted Hamilton Ghost Walks & Events


    Of Notepads, Haunted Houses, and Thresholds to the Unknown


    From the moment we stepped through the threshold, we knew our lives had changed forever; we entered the Bellevue Mansion as kids, merely nineteen and twenty-one years old, yet emerged over a decade later as grown adults, in our thirties, still fascinated with the unusual and things that go bump in the night. That beautiful, sunny day in September of 2000 was a special moment in time — a day when we learned how to appreciate history and the abundance of it right here in our own backyard.


    Now, twelve years later, we fondly remember back to when we first began Haunted Hamilton. The Bellevue Mansion was our inspiration at a time when our eyes were closed to the world of the paranormal. I was attending a new media design school in Toronto, and Daniel was working the daily grind at a computer company as an IT analyst.


    Our weekdays were pretty hectic, and one early Saturday morning we decided to go to some garage sales. Oddly enough, we had found ourselves at an old funeral home in downtown Hamilton that was having a community sale in the parking lot outside. And there it was ... an old, beaten-up Ouija board from the 1980s. We dusted it off and asked, “How much?” The old man at the table was eager to give it to us for only fifty cents, so we happily paid and left with what that we thought was only a cheap board game.


    Several weeks later, we finally pulled the board out and gave it a whirl, but we were both unsure how to use it. The only experience I had was as a little girl, playing with my girlfriends at a birthday party. So when Daniel and I first placed our fingertips on the planchette, we weren’t sure what to expect.


    After some jokes and silly comments, the board started to work! The planchette started pointing to letters and numbers not making any sense at all, until it began to spell out, U R A HAPPY COUPLE. At that moment, I began to cry, and Daniel just looked at me in shock. We both had a strong trust in each other, enough to know it wasn’t a joke and that neither of us had spelled it out intentionally.


    A few months later, we decided to step it up a notch. We rested a microcassette recorder (yes, it was that long ago — before there were these fancy digital ones!) on the table beside the board and started to communicate. Our first question was, “Is there a spirit present?” and the planchette pointed to the word YES. It was an all-around successful session, so we closed it off by saying goodbye to the spirit, then sat back and rewound the tape.


    There it was ... something that opened our eyes and solidified our view of the paranormal. It was a life-changing moment. After we had asked if there was a spirit present, we clearly heard a voice responding back into the microphone, loudly whispering yes-s-s. From that moment on, we were hooked. We were hooked, intrigued by the strange, the unusual, and most of all, by ghosts and spirits on the other side.


    And this is what eventually led us to the “murder house” in Hamilton, where our story truly begins, standing at the precipice of this enormous, empty edifice known as Bellevue, with the sun peering through the cracks in the plywood that blocked the windows. It was almost beckoning, welcoming us to enter; we both felt a strong sense of purpose just being there.


    With my dad’s trusty 35mm camera around my neck and several rolls of film on hand, we ventured into the Bellevue Mansion. Along with a historical write-up, the photos I snapped would become the very first article on our newly designed website, which we called Haunted Hamilton.


    Strangely enough, here I am countless years later, looking for a notepad to write my thoughts down for this foreword, when I find an old, dusty notebook in my cabinet. I start to flip through the pages and realize it is our very first notebook, where we penned our dreams, hopes, game plans, and ideas for Haunted Hamilton. The interesting part? Not much has changed. Even when we were kids, we were still passionate about the wondrous history of our city. It was over a decade ago when we wrote about the need for restoration, preservation, and educating Hamiltonians (and tourists alike) about this unique city of ours — the Ambitious City, as it was often referred to as over a hundred years ago.


    This old notebook couldn’t have been found at a more perfect time. Reading through the pages reminded me of just how far we have come and in what ways, how we still feel so compelled to share Hamilton’s unique stories and tales with everyone.


    From the Dark Lady, who famously haunts the old Custom House on Stuart Street, to the legend of William Black, the lonely coachman whose spirit still wanders the woods at the Hermitage Ruins in Ancaster, Hamilton is alive with ghosts from the past. A decade’s worth of research isn’t enough. There is still a world of stories, legends, and folklore waiting to be told. This book is your ultimate guide to uncover the unique and historically haunted treasures in our city: read through it, learn, explore, and get up close and personal with the ghosts of Haunted Hamilton.


    Stephanie Lechniak,


    Founding Partner of Haunted Hamilton Ghost Walks & Events
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    Introduction

    



    I’ve always been afraid of the monster under my bed, of the ever-growing shadows that begin to stretch and creep across the room, ever-larger as the sun begins its descent in the western sky. Ever since I was a young boy, I’ve darted up the basement stairs, just in case the creature that lives behind the furnace decides to come out and get me, and I’ve closed the closet door that final crack so the ghost that lives inside can’t get out.


    One of my favourite things about being a Cub Scout was going on the camping trips and listening to ghost stories in front of the fire well into the wee hours of the morning. I was held in rapt fascination, getting a chill from hearing “true tales” shared by fellow scouts and scout leaders. Sleep deprivation was simply an added benefit: the less sleep you got, the more your mind began to create monsters out of the shadows and turn every strange noise into some sort of otherworldly creature or horrifying night stalker.


    Despite how those nights of stories held my interest, history lessons never really captured my heart or my imagination. Perhaps it had something to do with the manner it was being taught to me; or maybe my young mind was simply closed to how something occurring in the past could be interesting or relevant to me in the present.


    Nonetheless, it was about eight years ago that my love for ghost stories and my previous aversion to history collided, offering me a wonderfully serendipitous moment of revelation. My wife Francine and I were back in Ottawa, visiting old friends and some of our favourite haunts (we had moved to Hamilton in 1997 but had met in Ottawa, where I’d lived since 1988 when I moved there to attend Carleton University). After a wonderful dinner at D’Arcy McGee’s on Sparks Street, just outside the pub we joined a “Haunted Walk” group that took us on a tour behind Parliament Hill, along the Rideau Canal, and into a few neighbourhoods downtown.


    It was a late summer evening, but there was a brisk chill in the air. Our group, wearing sweaters and thin fall jackets, huddled around the tour guide — dressed in a dark, flowing robe and carrying a lantern — as we slowly moved on a short pilgrimage through time. During the walk, we learned a great deal about the history of the many buildings, of the construction of the canal, and, of course, of the accompanying ghost stories.


    Learning about the history, and how it affected the ghostly tales and legends associated with various locations, was just the kick-start my imagination needed to absorb and appreciate Canada’s past. My previous aversion to historic tales was shed, and I listened with bated breath to the tour guide as the stories of the history and local legends of ghosts rolled off her tongue.


    During the tour, I felt shivers crawling up and down my spine, but I also marvelled at the tales of people who had walked the very same ground decades or even hundreds of years before me — people whose spirits seemed to be present with us on our historic walk.


    That evening, history came alive for me: it leapt off of the pages of history books and became a real, live, waking thing. My mind finally put together the connection between then and now, and for the first time, I fully appreciated how others could find historical accounts of people, places, and times so absolutely captivating.


    Since then, I have been fascinated with ghost walks and with historic walking tours and was thrilled to learn that Hamilton has just such a group. Daniel and Stephanie, founders of Haunted Hamilton Ghost Walks & Events, have been offering their special blend of investigative paranormal research and historical preservation for over ten years. Their company offers several local ghost walks and historic tours, a ghostly Victorian parlour theatre, and many other themed special events in Hamilton, Niagara-on-the-Lake, and farther outlying destinations.


    Over the years, I have not only enjoyed the offerings that Daniel, Stephanie, and their magnificent team bring to the Hamilton region, but I have also worked with them, creating a Haunted McMaster evening in late October, which ran in 2008 and 2009. The night featured short custom ghost walks of the McMaster campus, beginning and ending at the bookstore, which hosted horror writers doing readings and signing their books until midnight.


    When I started writing this book, it almost went without saying that I would spend time learning as much as I could from Daniel, Stephanie, and their team. Many of the tales that follow are thanks to their generous sharing of time and information.


    Some of the marvellous side effects of working on this book were the time I spent talking with people like Daniel and Stephanie, the many books and articles I read, and the time I spent with folks from the Hamilton Public Library, who helped me dig into various archives and historic scrapbooks to find more information about places and people from Hamilton’s past.


    With almost every item I uncovered, I was tempted to keep exploring, keep digging for more. I found myself having to pull back on several occasions and withdraw from the rich historic detail I was poring through. For that reason, I have included a long list of suggested readings at the end of this book. These represent a selection of the many talented, passionate writers who have pooled their resources together to share what makes Hamilton a dynamic and significant city, both historically and in modern terms.


    Upon digging through documents, listening to first-person accounts, and looking at pictures, I found the need to stand in the very spots I was writing about and experience the subtle ripples of history crossing my psyche.


    Perhaps it is not surprising, then, that through the course of writing this book — in both the research as well as the visits to haunted landmarks — I scared myself silly. One might expect that from a man who readily admits he is still cautious about the monster under the bed, but even in the re-writing and editing of the very stories you’re about to see, I experienced that wonderfully creepy spine-tingling sensation.


    And that’s why I am delighted with the opportunity to put together a book that combines two things I am quite passionate about. Hopefully, I can share a little bit of the “thrill-seeker” in me who enjoys a chilling true ghost story, as well as my newly discovered appreciation of a fascinating and rich history.


    So, if you’re ready, turn the lights down, get comfortable, and join me on an enriching journey of historic fact merged with local legend and lore. And if you think you hear something, or detect a subtle shift in the shadows, don’t worry: it’s just your imagination putting in a little overtime.


    Or is it?

  


  
    Chapter One

    



    The Custom House


    The most famous Hamilton ghost, and one who is thought to inhabit the Custom House, is likely the Dark Lady, or “The Black Lady,” from an 1873 poem by Alexander Hamilton Wingfield:


    
      A “Peeler,” who met her, turned blue with affright,


      And in terror he clung to a post;


      His hair (once a carroty red) has turned white,


      Since the moment he looked on the ghost.[1]

    


    A Designated National Historic Site, the Hamilton Custom House was built from 1858 to 1860 in a design by Frederick J. Rastrick and F.P. Rubridge. The building is a fine example of Italianate architecture, which was popular in commercial buildings between the 1840s and 1870s in Canada. The rusticated base and smooth upper storey drew inspiration from Renaissance-style palaces in Florence and Rome.[2]


    One of the oldest remaining formerly federal buildings in Canada, the Custom House is regularly cited as one of Hamilton’s foremost architectural landmarks. The history of the building is varied, but it began as a location where officials handled the paperwork for all goods leaving and entering the city. The many different uses, owners, and businesses of the building add to the richness of its history — as well as the speculation that more than one spirit haunts the century-and-a-half old building. Apart from the Dark Lady, definitely the most reported ghost of the Custom House, it is rumoured that as many as twenty-five spectres roam the halls of this building.


    
      [image: 1.1.tif]

      The Hamilton Custom House is an excellent example of Italianate architecture in Canada.

      Courtesy of Peter Rainford.

    


    In 1855 construction of the Custom House was authorized, to handle the trade flowing through the new Great Western Railway and the Port of Hamilton. Upon the building’s completion in 1860, a group of seventeen men worked there as Customs Department staff, dealing with railwaymen, teamsters, and sailors. The caretaker of the Custom House and his family lived on the premises.[3]


    In 1887 the Customs Department moved to what was the old post office building — a bigger office — at the corner of King and John Streets in downtown Hamilton. That same year, the Hamilton Board of Education rented the Custom House, setting up classes and a playground. At this time, the janitor of the Murray Street School, located behind the Custom House, was given a place to live in the building. He and his family remained residents there for two decades.[4]


    In 1893 the Hamilton YWCA rented the building, offering women classes in sewing, cooking, and housekeeping; this lasted for approximately one year before it relocated to the former Hamilton Street Railway offices.[5]


    In 1908 the Associated Charities of Hamilton took over the building, providing accommodations for the homeless and recent immigrants. It wasn’t uncommon for hobos who were riding the rails to spend the night in the basement of the Custom House.[6]


    By 1912 the Custom House stood empty, barren, and derelict, with broken windows, torn-out pipes, and a leaking roof. Owners of a nearby vinegar factory temporarily moved their operations into the building when a fire destroyed their own. In 1915 the Woodhouse Invigorator Company and the American Computing Company rented spaces in the building for manufacturing of their products. In 1917 the Ontario Yarn Company (later known as the Empire Wool Stock Company) moved in.[7]


    A devastating fire broke out in 1920, destroying the second floor and roof. The ruined upper configuration of the building was rebuilt, and the second floor, which had originally boasted extremely high ceilings, was reconfigured into two floors and an attic.[8]


    The Empire Wool Stock Company, which took residence for longer than any of the previous occupants, beginning at a time when Hamilton’s nickname might have easily been “Textile Town” rather than “Steel City,” closed down in the 1950s. This was a period of transition, and many Hamilton textile mills and knitwear plants also closed as the city became increasingly dependent on steel and related industries.[9]


    The Naples Macaroni Company, producing macaroni and olives, opened in the building in 1956 and holds the record as the second-longest occupant. It also rented space on the first floor to a manufacturer of doughnuts. It was during this era that bugs and rats began to invade the building, and the owners heavily sprayed it with pesticides. In their haste to rid the building of its uninvited guests, they inadvertently contaminated the food, which eventually resulted in the Health Department closing them down in 1979.[10]


    The building again sat empty and decaying, subject to damage from neglect and vandals, until 1988, when the provincial government invested $400,000 into restorations. The renovated structure was then inhabited by a martial arts academy and a computer company until the Ontario Workers’ Art and Heritage Centre (WAHC) bought it in 1995 with the goal of creating a museum celebrating the working-class people of Canada. The WAHC held a one-day pre-renovation opening to celebrate the long history of the building and in 1996 reopened it as an interpretive centre for workers’ history and culture.[11]


    Indeed, while the building has a rich history involving workers and their culture, it is also steeped in the richness of spirits that allegedly haunt it.


    As mentioned, the most famous is the Dark Lady, who is often described as a pretty woman with dark hair — usually tied back in a bun — and wearing a dark dress. She has been spotted brushing her long black hair in front of a vintage mantelpiece and is known to be very protective of the building when any changes are made to it.


    Apparently, a painter who was working there received an eerie message from the Dark Lady. She informed him that if her mantelpiece was moved, as was planned for a renovation, the building and the worker would be “washed away.” The painter relayed the message to management, but the mantle was moved anyway. And the next day, a drain pipe burst, causing some water damage.


    There is another legend of a different painter working in the front hallway. He was startled to see the word MURDER appear in the freshly rolled paint, as if written with someone’s finger — only the words were backwards, as though being written from the other side of the wall.


    Stephanie Lechniak, co-founder of Haunted Hamilton Ghost Walks & Events, has expressed a particular affinity with the Custom House building. When she was a child, her father used to bring her to look at the beautiful architecture of the building, and these days the Custom House is a big part of the ghost walks and costume ball put on by Haunted Hamilton.


    Stephanie tells the tale of a Halloween in 2005 when she may have personally witnessed the Dark Lady. Sitting at the front of the main gallery, scraping a bit of wax from one of the tables, Stephanie heard a quiet creaking emanating from the old wood floors. Familiar with the building’s history and the spirits, particularly the Dark Lady, she steeled her nerves before looking up.


    She saw a young woman sitting in a chair directly in front of her. The woman was there for just a moment before disappearing.


    “The Dark Lady,” Lechniak notes, “is said to be the spirit of an unfortunate young Englishwoman who had gotten herself pregnant and was subsequently shunned in her home country and sent by ship to Canada to start a new life with her baby.”[12]


    On the overseas voyage, the woman apparently had an affair with the ship’s captain. The captain, who had intended for the encounter to be a mere fling, was repulsed by the neediness of this woman. Her desire for them to stay together and for him to be the father of her child horrified him in terms of what it would mean for his reputation.


    It is rumoured that, during a heated argument on the ship’s deck, the captain killed her in a fit of rage, snuck her body into the Custom House, and bricked it up behind a basement wall.


    The Custom House does have a superfluous wall in the basement, but the historic designation has prevented any investigators from breaking it down to see if there is indeed evidence of a body and a crime. For most people, though, the brick wall’s existence and the tales that permeate the building are evidence enough.


    Other ghosts haunting the building include those of two little boys, who have been heard running on the second floor by employees of the main floor’s gift shop. Another is that of a young woman, raped and killed in the building, who is said to be buried out back. Her spirit is believed to haunt the stairs inside and has been seen sitting forlornly on the stairway.


    Additional lost souls include those of the fifteen men who were buried alive when the tunnel between the house and the railway tracks collapsed on them. Because they were transients, nobody knew who they were or even if there were families to be notified. The tunnel was simply sealed up, and everyone pretended that nothing had happened. As Daniel Cumerlato of Haunted Hamilton put it, “If you look in the basement, you can plainly see where the tunnel has been sealed, forever trapping those inside. With no proper burial or funerary rites, who could be surprised that these souls remain trapped in the world of the living?”[13] With so many dead buried in and around the Custom House, it’s no wonder there are ongoing tales of people witnessing the supernatural.


    A fitting end to this chapter on the Custom House might very well be the origin to the legends set in this historic building — a poem written by the Custom House employee Alexander Hamilton Wingfield, published in 1873.


    
      The Woman in Black


      The ghosts — long ago — used to dress in pure white,


      Now they’re got on a different track, —


      For the Hamilton Ghost seems to take a delight


      To stroll ’round the city in black.


      Pat Duffy, who saw her in Corktown last night,


      Has been heard to-day telling his friend


      That she stood seven feet and nine inches in height,


      And wore a large Grecian Bend.


      A “Peeler,”[1] who met her, turned blue with affright,


      And in terror he clung to a post;


      His hair (once a carroty red) has turned white,


      Since the moment he looked on the ghost.


      Her appearance was frightful to gaze on, he said, —


      It filled him with horror complete;


      For she looked unlike anything, living or dead,


      That ever he’d seen on his beat.


      Her breath seemed as hot as a furnace; besides, —


      It smelt strongly of sulphur and gin,


      Two horns (a yard long) stuck straight out of her head,


      And her hoofs made great clatter and din.


      Her air was majestic, and terribly grand,


      As she passed, muffled up in her veil;


      A bottle of “ruin” she held in each hand,


      And she uttered a low, plaintive wail;


      “‘There is rest for the weary,’” but no rest for me;


      I cannot find rest if I try, —


      Three months and three days I have been on the spree


      (Mr. Mueller, ‘How’s that for high?’)


      “I have mixed in the world, both with ‘spirits’ and men, —


      Once more with the spirits I’ll go.”


      She stopped, took a sniff of the “ruin,” and then


      She popped into a cellar below.


      He could hear her again, crying out from her den —


      “To-night you will see me no more;


      But I’ll meet with you Saturday evening at ten,


      By the fountain that stands in the Gore.”


      Some people that passed there this morning at two


      Found the “Peeler” still glued to his post;


      He told them this yarn I have been telling you —


      And that’s the last news from the Ghost![14]

    


    


    [1] Peeler is a historic term that means “police officer.” It comes from Sir Robert Peel, who helped create the modern concept of the police force. The term Bobbies was also derived from his name.[15]

  


  
    Chapter Two

    



    The Ghosts of Dundurn Castle


    A renowned and much-discussed figure of Canadian history, Sir Allan MacNab was a confident and charismatic man. Even at the age of twenty-eight, he was said to be a man to follow and watch.[1] With societal eyes cast upon him from such an early age through the height of his career in politics and as an important entrepreneurial figure in Hamilton’s history, it is no wonder people are fascinated with his home.


    The building and estate MacNab left behind, as was the intention from their inception, inspire awe. Set atop a gorgeous series of fields, gardens, forests, and rolling grassy hills, against a stunning backdrop of Lake Ontario, the Dundurn Castle estate is as fascinating as it is beautiful. The grounds and adjacent Dundurn Park are home to receptions, weddings, and corporate events; it has even hosted royal visits, such as that of Charles, the Prince of Wales, and Camilla, the Duchess of Cornwall, in 2009.


    But when the sun goes down, the shadows creep and spread, giving the Regency-style villa an entirely different look and feel. With the grounds lit by a full moon hanging low in the sky, just to the side of the pillars of the castle, one begins to ponder the many mysteries and tales surrounding Dundurn Castle.


    T. Melville Bailey, a local historian, wrote in 1943 that the tales of secret tunnels extending from Dundurn Castle across the grounds were as old as the castle itself. “But,” he notes, “like the ghosts that sit in the castle when the moon is high — we have no positive proof of their existence.”[2]


    A lack of physical proof, however, doesn’t stop the mind from racing or the heart from skipping a beat when experiencing something at Dundurn Castle that defies explanation.


    Looking back upon the history of the building, its occupants, and the many alleged occurrences on the grounds and adjacent to the property over the past two centuries helps to cast a light into those dark corners, but perhaps doesn’t fully satisfy the mind. The rich history of Dundurn Castle leads to more speculation, further enigmas, and even more possibilities that it is indeed haunted and by more than one ghost.


    Dundurn Castle is one of Hamilton’s most easily recognized landmarks. A National Historic Site, it was designed by Robert Wetherall, an English architect, and built around the brick shell of Colonel Richard Beasley’s colonial home. Often considered Wetherall’s masterpiece, it was constructed over a three-year period and completed in 1835.[3]


    
      [image: 2.1.tif]

      Dundurn Castle is a historic neoclassical mansion that was completed in 1835. It is 18,000 square feet (1,700 square metres) and took three years and $175,000 to build.

      Courtesy of Peter Rainford.

    


    The gardens, grounds, and many unique and unusual buildings made Dundurn one of the finest estates in the province at that time. Dundurn is Gaelic for “strong fort” and the residents of Hamilton immediately nicknamed it “castle.”[4]


    Sitting high over Burlington Bay, and seen as people enter or exit Hamilton via York Road, Robert Wetherell meant for this stunning Italianate building to be viewed from the water. The goal was to design and build a house that would not only demonstrate Sir Allan MacNab’s wealth and importance but also to make a mark on the colonial society, both in his day and in the years that followed.[5]


    MacNab’s house was “a statement of an age that was already passing”[6] — one in which eighteenth-century aristocrats designed, constructed, landscaped, and furnished homes that conveyed their families’ prestige to the community. Similar to the newest homes in Britain at the time, Dundurn was designed to be looked upon as well as to look outward (particularly across the bay). The ground-floor windows could be swung open and stepped through for easy access to the manicured lawns.


    The home itself was relatively narrow, considering that the building was constructed on top of Richard Beasley’s earlier home (he was a fur trader and one of Hamilton’s first residents). This was an intentional statement by MacNab, implying that the future was firmest when built upon the past, and it affected the layout of the interior of the home — something that is not evident when looking upon the building from outside.[7]


    Today, Dundurn has been restored to the year 1855, when Sir Allan Napier MacNab (1798–1862) was at the height of his career as a lawyer, land owner, railway magnate, and premier of the “United Canadas.” More than forty rooms of the seventy-two-room castle have been furnished, and costumed staff guide visitors through the home, richly illustrating the life of a prominent Victorian family and contrasting it with that of their servants.[8]


    MacNab was born in Niagara-on-the-Lake and arrived in Hamilton from York in 1826, beginning his career as a lawyer. That same year he lost his first wife, Elizabeth Brookes, and raised his two children, Robert and Anne Jane, as a widower. In 1831 he married Mary Stuart and had two more children, Sophia and Minnie. During the construction of Dundurn, in 1934, MacNab’s son Robert fatally shot himself in a hunting accident on the grounds of Dundurn.[9] Later, in 1846, Mary died of consumption. Outside of her deathbed room, a cool chill and mysterious breeze that blows out candles continues to mystify visitors and staff.


    According to the tour guides at Haunted Hamilton, an employee of the castle who was performing a last-minute check before locking up one night encountered an eerie sensation in Mary’s bedroom. Alone in the room, she was surprised to hear something: “I was putting out a candle when I heard the sound of a singing voice. At first I thought: Oh, doesn’t that sound nice.” But then she wondered what it was and where she could be hearing singing from. After all, there was no radio playing, nobody around, and the sound definitely wasn’t coming from outside. “It wasn’t frightening,” she said, “but it was not explainable. It was just a couple of phrases of singing and it took me by surprise.”[10]


    In 2000, Hamilton Spectator reporter Paul Wilson wrote about the 1999 wedding of Carol and Jim Forrest. Shortly after their ceremony, Carol, Jim, and the wedding party went to the grounds of Dundurn Castle to have their wedding pictures — hundreds — taken professionally. When the photos were delivered a couple of weeks later, Carol and Jim weren’t sure what to make of one in particular: visible immediately behind Lloyd, Carol’s brother, is a pale, grey face.


    Attempting to investigate the mysterious wedding guest, Carol took the photograph to various photo shops, Dundurn, an occult store, and a Caledonia psychic. The psychic told Carol the name of the extra guest was Sophia, who felt such spiritual energy and comfortable to be overseeing the wedding.[11] Local historian T. Melville Bailey reported that a Sophia was married in Dundurn in November of 1855, moved with her husband to England, and lived the rest of her life there in luxury, never returning to North America.


    Of course, there are those who speculate that spirits don’t necessarily have to haunt the place where they died and can linger behind or return to visit a place that held importance to them in life. So there is the possibility that Sophia, who was married in the castle, returns as a spectral guest to look upon weddings and bestow a positive omen on the festivities.


    Apart from his many prestigious roles, MacNab was also a carpenter, stage actor, military officer, and baron. Eclectic in his ways, he was sometimes seen as a man of dual personalities. He displayed an intense degree of power and wealth yet died almost without a penny in his pocket. He was seen as a compassionate and kind employer to his servants yet was a ruthless and threatening businessman.


    It has been said that one of Sir Allan MacNab’s hobbies was playing the bagpipes; not just inside the home for his family but also sometimes outside in the middle of the night — on the roof. One can imagine the haunting droning of the bagpipes in the thick dark of night, echoing off the moonlit structures and nearby cemetery tombstones.


    In many historical accounts, MacNab is often overshadowed by contemporaries such as John A. Macdonald, even though he played a significant role in laying the foundations for the industrial growth in Hamilton as well as for prosperity in much of Southern Ontario.


    MacNab died on August 8, 1862, at Dundurn Castle.[12] He was originally buried that same year on the Dundurn Park grounds between Dundurn Castle and what is known as Castle Dean, on the corner of Locke and Tecumseh.[13] In 1909 MacNab’s body was removed and taken to Holy Sepulchre Cemetery in West Hamilton. His grave was left unmarked until 1967, when the Canadian Club of Hamilton placed a bench and grave marker there.


    Due to the huge amount of debt that MacNab died with, the property was mortgaged to pay off his creditors, and the castle sat empty for several years before becoming an institution for the deaf in 1866. It was then purchased in 1872 by Donald McInnes, who moved his family in after making some minor revisions and repairs to the estate.[14]


    In 1899 McInnes sold the castle to the City of Hamilton and it became a museum. In 1967, for the Canadian Centennial year, three million dollars was spent restoring the castle to the state it was in when Sir Allan MacNab inhabited it.[15]


    Constructed of stone, a “mystery building,” with a small pagoda-like upper level and topped with a circular cap and column, exists at Dundurn Park, just east of the castle. Nobody knows the actual purpose for which it was built, but historians feel that it might have been a boathouse, an office, a theatre, a laundry, a summer pavilion, or a chapel. Urban legends posit that many underground tunnels lead from the castle to other buildings on the estate, one of them coming through this mystery building.[16] , [17]


    The site itself, even prior to the castle being constructed, is not immune to the possibility of ghosts. Many Hamilton residents stricken with cholera during their passage overseas were housed in — and died in — plague sheds across the street from where the castle now stands. And in 1812, eleven men (American sympathizers during the war) were publicly gutted and hung for treason.


    All of this aside — staff and visitors alike feeling cold chills, witnessing apparitions gliding through rooms of the castle and in the moonlight yard, reporting various objects being moved around — the castle and its grounds continue to exude a sense of enigma and mystery.


    And if you visit Dundurn today, you’ll see that it stands, like its original owner, not just as a beacon of a significant time in Hamilton history but also as an acknowledgement that some of our most interesting pieces of history remain unsolved puzzles.
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