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Paranormal Lincoln 

Joe Nickell 
r- ~===== 
His guiding of the United States through its greatest crisis and his 
subsequent martyrdom have caused the shadow of the tall , sixteenth 
president to loom still larger. Called "the most mythic of all American presidents" (Cohen 
1989, 7), Abraham Lincoln has long been credited by paranormalists with supernatural 
powers . These include an early mirror-vision , prophetic dreams, and spiritual istic 
phenomena. His ghost, some say, even haunts the White House.1 

In the Looking Glass 

Many people have portrayed Lincoln as a man given to belief in omens-particularly those 
relating to his assassination. An incident often cited in this regard occurred at his home in 
Springfield, Illinois. Lincoln related it to a few friends and associates, including Noah Brooks 
in 1864. Brooks shared it with the readers of Harper's New Monthly Magazine the following 
July-three months after Lincoln's death-recounting the president's story "as nearly as possible 
in his own words" : 

It was just after my election in 1860 .. .. I was well tired out, and went 
home to rest, throwing myself down on a lounge in my chamber. 
Opposite where I lay was a bureau , with a swinging-glass upon it-[and 
here he got up and placed furniture to illustrate the position]-and , 
looking in that glass, I saw myself reflected , nearly at full length; but my 
face , I noticed , had two separate and distinct images, the tip of the 
nose of one being about three inches from the tip of the other. I was a 
little bothered , perhaps startled , and got up and looked in the glass, but 
the illusion vanished . On lying down again I saw it a second time­
plainer, if possible, than before; and then I noticed that one of the faces 
was a little paler, say five shades, than the other. I got up and the th ing 
melted away, and I went off and , in the excitement of the hour, forgot 
all about it-nearly, but not qu ite , for the th ing would once in a while 
come up, and give me a little pang, as though something 
uncomfortable had happened . When I went home I told my wife about 
it, and a few days after I tried the experiment again , when [with a 
laugh], sure enough, the th ing came again; but I never succeeded in 
bringing the ghost back after that, though I once tried very industriously 
to show it to my wife, who was worried about it somewhat. She thought 
it was "a sign" that I was to be elected to a second term of office, and 
that the paleness of one of the faces was an omen that I should not see 
life th rough the last term . (Brooks 1865, 224-225) 

The same story was told by Ward Hill Lamon in his book, Recoil cti ns of Ab ham Lincoln. 
Lamon was a friend of Lincoln's, a fearless man who accompanied him to Washington for his 
protection , being given the special title, Marshal of the District of Columbia. In discussing the 
matter of the double image in the mirror, Lamon stated: "Mr. Lincoln more than once told me 
that he could not explain this phenomenon" and "that he had tried to reproduce the double 
reflection at the Executive Mansion , but without success." In Lamon's account it was not Mrs. 
Lincoln but the president himself who thought the "ghostly" image foretold "that death would 
overtake him" before the end of his second term (Lamon 1995, 111 -112). 
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In recent years , paranormalists have gotten hold of Lincoln's anecdote and offered their own 
interpretations. Hans Holzer states that "What the President saw was a brief 'out of the body 
experience,' or astra l projection ," meaning "that the bonds between conscious mind and the 
unconscious are temporarily loosened and that the inner or true self has quickly slipped 
out" (Holzer 1995, 65) . 

Such an explanation utterly fails to flt the evidence. Lincoln did not describe an out-of-body 
experience-a feeling of being outside one's physical self-but, according to Brooks (1865, 
225) , "The President, with his usual good sense, saw nothing in all this but an optical 
illusion." 

The nature of this optical illusion can be deduced from the circumstances . The double image 
was of Lincoln's face only, could be seen in a particular mirror but not others, and vanished 
and reappeared with respect to a certain vantage point. Taken together, these details are 
corroborative evidence that the mirror was the cause. An ordinary mirror can produce a sl ight 
double-image effect due to light reflecting off the front of the glass as well as off the silvering 
on the back. In modern mirrors this is usually not noticeable, and the shift in the image is 
sl ight in any event. But in the case of old mirrors, whose glass plates "were generally 
imperfect" (Cescinsky 1931), a distinct double image might be produced, like that shown in 
Figure 1. (Unfortunately, the actual mirror-topped bureau Lincoln described is no longer to be 
found at the Lincoln Home National Historic Site, much of the furniture having been dispersed 
in earlier years [Suits 1998].) 

Figure 1. Double image of author (and of photographer Rob McElroy) reproduces a 
curious effect experienced by Abraham Lincoln in 1860 and thought by Mrs. Lincoln 

to be an omen. 

Dreams of Death 

The mirror incident sets the stage for cla ims of even more emphatically premonitory 
experiences. These were dreams Lincoln reportedly had that foretold dramatic events. One 
he related to his cabinet on April 14, 1865. The previous night he had dreamed he was in 
some mysterious boat, he said, "sailing toward a dark and indefinite shore." In another 
version it was of "a ship sailing rapidly" (Lewis 1973, 290) . When Lincoln was assassinated 
only hours later, the dream was seen as weirdly prophetic. The story grew in the retell ings 
which spread, says Lloyd Lewis In MyJhs After Lincolf] (1973, 291) "around the world." 

In fact , Lincoln had not thought the dream presaged his death . He had actually mentioned it 
In reply to General Grant, his guest that Good Friday afternoon , who had expressed worries 
about General Sherman's fate In North Carolina. Lincoln felt that Sherman would be 
victorious becau , he said, the dream had often come to him prior to significant events In 
the war. According to L wis (1973, 290) : " or a President of the United States, in a time like 
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the Civil War, to dream that he was sailing rapidly to an unseen shore was certainly not 
remarkable. Most of his waking hours, across four years, were spent in wondering where the 
Ship of State was going." 

Lincoln supposedly described an even more ominous dream to Mrs. Lincoln, not long before 
his assassination, then again to Ward Hill Lamon (1895, 115-116) who reconstructed 
Lincoln's words as follows: 

About ten days ago, I retired very late. I had been up waiting for 
important dispatches from the front. I could not have been long in bed 
when I fell into a slumber, for I was weary. I soon began to dream. 
There seemed to be a death-like stillness about me. Then I heard 
subdued sobs, as if a number of people were weeping. I thought I left 
my bed and wandered downstairs. There the silence was broken by the 
same pitiful sobbing , but the mourners were invisible .... Determined 
to find the cause of a state of things so mysterious and so shocking , I 
kept on until I arrived at the East Room, which I entered. There I met 
with a sickening surprise. Before me was a catafalque, on which rested 
a corpse wrapped in funeral vestments. Around it were stationed 
sold iers who were acting as guards; and there was a throng of people, 
some gazing mournfully upon the corpse, whose face was covered, 
others weeping pitifully. "Who is dead in the White House?" I 
demanded of one of the soldiers. "The President," was his answer; "he 
was killed by an assassin!" Then came a loud burst of grief from the 
crowd , wh ich awoke me from my dream. I slept no more that night; and 
although it was only a dream, I have been strangely annoyed by it ever 
since. 

Lamon's account may be true, although he has been criticized for having "fed the fire of 
superstition that people were kindl ing about the name of Lincoln" (Lewis 1973, 294). In fact, 
however, Lamon had added a sequel to the story which is invariably ignored: 

Once the President alluded to this terrible dream with some show of 
playful humor. "Hill ," said he, "your apprehension of harm to me from 
some hidden enemy is downright foolishness. For a long time you have 
been trying to keep somebody-the Lord knows who-from killing me. 
Don 't you see how it will turn out? In th is dream it was not me, but 
some other fellow, that was killed . It seems that this ghostly assassin 
tried his hand on some one else." (Lamon 1895, 116-117) 

In any event, that Lincoln should have dreamed of assassination-even his own-can scarcely 
be termed remarkable. Prior to his first inauguration in 1861 , Pinkerton detectives had 
smuggled Lincoln into Washington at night to avoid a change of trains in Baltimore where an 
assassination plot had been uncovered (Neely 1982, 16-17). Lincoln had subsequently 
"received untold number of death threats" (St. George 1990, 66), and on one occasion had a 
hole shot through his top hat by a would-be assassin (Neely 1982, 282) . 

Among the Spirits 

Lamon (1895, 120) insisted that Lincoln "was no dabbler in divination-astrology, horoscopy, 
prophecy, ghostly lore, or witcheries of any sort." Yet soon after his death spiritualists sought 
to use Lincoln to give respectability to their practices by citing the occasions he had permitted 
seances in the White House, as well as to claim contact with his own departed spirit. The 
extent of Lincoln's involvement with spiritualism has been much debated. 

Actually , it was Mrs. Lincoln who was involved with spiritualists . She turned to them in her 
bereavement over the death of Will ie, the Lincolns' beloved eleven-year-old son who died of 
"bilious fever" in 1862. One such spiritualist medium was Henrietta "Nettie" Colburn (1841-
1892). Mary Todd Lincoln met her at a "circle" or seance at the Georgetown home of 
Cranstoun Laurie , chief clerk of the post office in Washington. On one occasion , a seance 
with Nettie was being held in the White House's Red Parlor when the president stumbled 
upon the group and watched with curiosity. Another time he accompanied Mary to a seance 
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at the Lauries' home. At least one biographer has suggested that Lincoln's marginal 
involvement may have stemmed from a desire "to protect his gullible wife" (Temple 1995, 
199). 

That was exactly what Lincoln did with regard to a trickster named Charles J. Colchester. 
Styl ing himself "Lord Colchester," he conducted seances wherein "spirit rappings" were 
produced . A concerned Lincoln asked Dr. Joseph Henry (1797-1878), the secretary of the 
Smithsonian Institution , for his advice about Colchester, whereupon Dr. Henry invited the 
medium to give a demonstration at his office. The scientist determined that the sounds came 
from Colchester and he suspected trickery. Later, Noah Brooks caught the medium cheating 
and warned Colchester not to return to the Executive Mansion (Temple 1995, 200) . Lincoln 
himself was not interested in seances, but, according to Lloyd Lewis's Myths After Lincoln 
(1973, 301) , "In these dark hocus-pocuses Mrs. Lincoln found comfort , and Lincoln let them 
go on for a time, careless of whether the intellectuals of the capital thought him addle-pated 
or no." 

Spectral Visits 

It is ironic that Lincoln did not bel ieve in spiritualism, since his ghost is now reportedly so 
active. Although his Springfield home is decidedly unhaunted, according to curator Linda 
Suits (1998), who says neither she nor anyone she knows has had a ghostly encounter there, 
other places compete for attention. There have been numerous reported sightings of 
Lincoln's ghost at his tomb in Springfield as well as at Fort Monroe in Virginia and, in 
Washington , at both the White House and Ford's Theater (where Lincoln was assassinated) 
(Cohen 1989, 11 ; Winer and Osborn 1979, 125; Jones 1996, 15). 

Understandably, perhaps, it is the White House that seems to receive the most attention­
especially the "Lincoln Bedroom" (which, in Lincoln's time, was actually his office) . The notion 
that his ghost frequents the stately rooms and corridors doubtless began with Mrs. Lincoln's 
post-assassination seances and it was probably given impetus by a figurative remark made 
by President Theodore Roosevelt (who served from 1901 -1909): "I think of Lincoln , 
shambling , homely, with his strong , sad, deeply-furrowed face , all the time. I see him in the 
different rooms and in the halls" (St. George 1990, 84). Such feelings are still common and 
may trigger sightings among imaginative people and those predisposed to see ghosts. The 
first person to report actually seeing Lincoln's ghost was Grace Coolidge (First Lady from 
1923 to 1929), who saw his tall figure looking out an Oval Office window (Scott and Norman 
1991 , 7 4; Cohen 1989, 10). During her tenure, guests were lodged in the "Lincoln bedroom" 
and "Every newcomer was informed of the legend that when the great light over the front door 
was dimmed for the night the ghost of Abraham Lincoln was supposed to pace silently to and 
fro on the North Porch" (Ross 1962, 109) .. 

Among subsequent Lincoln sightings was one by Queen Wilhelmina of the Netherlands (who 
had a prior interest in spiritualism) . She was a guest of President Franklin D. Roosevelt when 
she heard a knock during the night at her bedroom door. Opening it, the drowsy queen saw 
the figure of Abraham Lincoln looking down at her, causing her to swoon (Ronan 1974, 40; 
Cohen 1989, 10). Religious leader Norman Vincent Peale claimed that a prominent actor 
(whom he would not name) had been a White House guest when he awoke to Lincoln's voice 
pleading for help. The actor sat up to see "the lanky form of Lincoln prostrate on the floor in 
prayer, arms outstretched with fingers digging into the carpet" (Winer and Osborn 1979, 135). 
And President Reagan's daughter Maureen said she had occasionally seen Lincoln's ghost­
"an aura, sometimes red, sometimes orange"-during the night. So had her husband Dennis 
Revell (Caroli 1992, 39) . \ 

These examples are typical of many ghost sightings that are due to common "waking 
dreams," an experience that occurs when someone is just going to sleep or waking up and 
perceives ghosts, lights, or other strange imagery (Nickell 1995, 41, 46) . Other apparitions 
are most likely to be seen when one is tired , daydreaming , performing routine chores, or is 
otherwise in a reverie or dissociative state (see e.g., Mackenzie 1982). This may help explain 
sightings such as one by Eleanor Roosevelt's secretary, who passed by the Lincoln Bedl"oom 
one day and was frightened to see the ghostly president sitting on the bed and pulling on his 
boots (Alexander 1998, 43; Jones 1996, 8) . 

Once the notion of a ghost is affixed to a place, almost anything-an unexplained noise, 
mechanical malfunction, misplaced object, or the like-can be added to the lore. For example, 
on one of my appearances on "The Michael Reagan Show," Mike told me an anecdote about 
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his father and their dog, Rex. According to President Reagan , when passing the Lincoln 
Bedroom Rex would often bark but would refuse to enter the room (Reagan 1998; see also 
Caroli 1992, 39, and Alexander 1998, 45). Mike related the story as more of a novelty than as 
proof of a supernatural occurrence. (President Reagan's daughter, Patti Davis, once asked 
her father if he had ever seen Lincoln'.s ghost. "'No,' my father answered-a bit sadly, I thought. 
'I haven't seen him yet. But I do believe he's here"' (Davis 1995).) Neither the Bushes nor, as 
far as they could tell, their dog Millie ever saw the ghost of Lincoln, or indeed any of the other 
historical specters who are occasionally reported (Alexander 1998, 45) . 

Not all of the reports of Lincoln's ghost, however, have featured apparitions. In earlier times 
there were frequent reports of sounds that were variously interpreted, some describing them 
as heavy footfalls (Cohen 1989, 1 O; Jones 1996, 8) , others as knockings at the door, with 
Lincoln's ghost typically being thought responsible . Not only Queen Wilhelmina but also 
"Presidents from Theodore Roosevelt to Herbert Hoover and Harry Truman all said they 
heard mysterious rappings, often at their bedroom doors" (Scott and Norman 1991, 74) . 
However, ghosthunter Hans Holzer (1995, 70) concedes: "President Truman , a skeptic, 
decided that the noises had to be due to 'natural' causes, such as the dangerous settling of 
the floors . He ordered the White House completely rebuilt , and perhaps this was a good 
thing : It would surely have collapsed soon after, according to the architect, General 
Edgerton ." 

~-- --= ~ -
For all his greatness Abraham Lincoln was of course human. Among his foibles were a 
tendency to melancholy, a sense of fatalism , and a touch of superstition from his frontier 
upbringing. However, as this investigation demonstrates, neither his life nor his death offers 
proof of paranormal or supernatural occurrences-not his very human apprehensions of 
mortality, not his wife's sad seduction into spiritualism, and not the evidence, even if 
expressed as anecdotes of ghostly appari tions, that his great legacy lives on . 
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Note 

1. Among other implicitly paranormal claims relating to Lincoln are the "mysterious 
coincidences" that are often claimed between him and President John F. Kennedy. See 
Martin Gardner, The_Magic Num..Pers qf Dr. Matrix (Buffalo: Prometheus, 1985) and 
Bruce Martin , "Coincidenc~:Bemarkc:'lble or Random?" Skeptical Inquirer 22(5) 
(September/October 1998): 23-28. 
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222 liekko 

Fodor. andor. An Encyclopaedia of Psychic Sc ience . ecau­
cus. NJ: The Ci tade l Press . 1966 . First published 1933. 

Gui ley. Ro emary Ell en. Ha,-per 's Encyclopedia of Mys ti cal and 
Paranormal Experience. an Francisco : Harpe r anFran­
cisco , 1991. 

liekko In Finni sh folklore, an IG:\ IS FATUUS li ght , com­
parable Lo th e Bri tish JACJ..:-O'-LA 'TER . The lic/?11 6, which 
mean "th e fl aming one ," is believed to be the so ul o f a 
child who wa buried in the fores t. It pres ides over plants , 
roo t and trees . 

Lily Dale ee SP IRITUAL! 1. 

Lincoln, Abraham (1809- 1865) The 16 th pres ident of 
the Uni ted tates was assa sinated whi le in office , an ac t 
o f vi o len ce that has reverbe rated th ro ugh time in hau nt ­
ing ph enomena in many loca ti ons. An interes ting fac tor 
adding to th e ghos t s tori es wa Abraham Linco ln's own 
involvements with th e occult : h e apparen tl y had a psy­
chic gift o f hi s own and had an intere t in SPIRIT UA LI SM. 

He had paranormal experi ences and drea med of h is own 
dea th . In dea th , he did no t res t in peace ; his body was 
moved numerous times to differen t graves . 

Early Life 
Lincoln grew up a lanky count ry boy in Springfi eld , Ill i­
nois , prone to mela ncholy and moodiness . He s tudied law 
and was drawn to polit ics in a des ire to right soc ial 
wrongs . He had a reputation for hon esty. He wo n a sea t in 
th e Illinois s ta te legisla ture (1834-41 ), was a congress­
man in th e House of Represen tatives (184 7-49 ). and was 
elected to the U.S. Sena te (1858) . He th en won the 
Republican nomina ti on fo r p resident in the 1860 elec­
ti on , campaigni ng agai ns t Stephen Dou glas. Lincoln 's 
views against slavery earn ed h im m any enemies. He won 
the presidential elec ti on by Electoral Co ll ege vo te, but 
lost the popular vo te , carryi ng on ly 40%. He was hanged 
in effigy the day he was elec ted . 

Interes t in Spiritua l ism 
Linco ln showed personal interes t in Spiritualism early in 
his political ca reer. After th e dea th o f his favorite son , 
Willie , in 1862, he attended seances in an effort to contac t 
Willie's spirit. Mos t his torians a tt ribu te Lincoln's interest 
and involvement in Spiritualism to his wife, Mary Todd , 
whom he marri ed in 1842. Yet th ere is evidence that Li n­
coln 's interes t was independ ent of Mary and was deeply 
roo ted in his own sense o f purpose and des tin y. ln a leu er 
to hi s fn end oshua F Speed in 842 , Lincoln obse rved 
that he had "always had a s trong tendency to mysticism '' 
and had o ft.< n f It controll ed "by som e other power th an 
my own wi ll ," whi ch he felt am "from above.' 

Lin o ln ' experiences W1 th several mediums may have 
had an infl u nc on hi issuan ce in 1863 o f the Emanci­
pation Proclamatio n , whi h fre d a ll s lav in th e rebel­
li ou s ta tes. His anti lavery positi on wa in fa ct well 

e tab lished before then; he regarded slavery as an evil and 
had opposed its extension . His electi on to the presidency 
in 1860 inci ted th e secession o f th e Sou thern s tates and 
th e ensuing Ameri can Civi l War (1861-65 ). 

Throughout his presidency, Linco ln may have met 
with vari ous mediums who were imited to the White 
House by Mary; these mediums included J.B . Conklin , 

etti e Colbu rn . Mrs . Miller, Mrs . ranston Laurie and 
Cora Ma nard . Maynard . a favorite o f Mary Todd Lincoln , 
too k credit fo th e Emancipati n Proclamation , saying in 
h e-r aut ob iograph th a t Linco ln issued it at th e direc tion 
of he pir iL . e tti e Colburn al o c laimed credit , citing 
an hour-and -a-half tran e during whi ch she lectured Lin­
co ln th a t th e war would no t end until he freed the slaves. 
While it i un likely th a t Lin coln made hi s decision 
because o f such spi rit utt erin gs , he may have heard things 
from th e medi ums that rein fo rced hi s own inner convic­
ti on to take such action . 

Similarly, m edium Cora Ri chmond claimed that Lin­
co ln and th e J oi n t Congressional Committee on Recon-
tru ction so ught her advice , a clai m refu ted by his to rians . 

Para norma l Experiences 
Duri ng th e fig hting, Linco ln became wi thdrawn and 
spent a grea t dea l of time m edita ting and praying. He had 
a major hand in di rec ting th e Union arm y. Though his 
ge nerals comp lained about his "meddling." he may have 
had intuiti ve o r psychi c insights tha t p rom pted him to 
s tee r cert ain courses o f ac ti on . 

On one occasion , Lincoln visited the telegraph offi ce 
of the \ Var Department , looking for the lates t news of a 
ba ttl e. La ter th a t night , he returned in a s tate o f panic, 
ordering a line th ro ugh to his commanders. He seem ed 
certain th at Confederate fo rces were about to cut th rough 
Union fo rces . Asked how he knew tha t, he reportedly 
replied . "My God , man! I saw it. " 

Son Willie's dea th from sca rlet fe,·er in 1862 further 
stressed Lincoln ; both he and Mary suffered deep grief. 
Willi e, Linco ln's favo rite o f his three boys, was buried in a 
cryp t in George town belonging to the William Thomas 
Carroll famil y, fri ends of the Linco lns . Willie was exp ertly 
embalmed to appear as though sleeping. Lincoln visited 
th e crypt o f ten and reportedly twice had the coffin 
opened so that h e could gaze again on the face of his 
beloved son . He once told Salmon P Chase , his secretary 
of the treasury, that h e often felt \\ illie near him and 
spoke to him . 

Lincoln's position on slavery led to his assassina tion 
by ac tor J ohn Wilkes Boo th on April 14, 1865. Boo th 
sho t Lincoln in the back of the h ead as he and Mary sa t in 
his box a t Ford's Thea tre in Washington , D.C. Lincoln 
di ed wi thin a few hours. 

Linco ln had s tartling prem onition of his own death . 
Sh ortly before his elec ti on in 1860, h e saw a vi ion of 
himself in mirror on ever.a l occa ion tha t upse t him. 
He wo ul d see two separa te and di tinct images o f his face, 
one o f which was dea thl y pa le and van ished as he gazed 



at it. He told Marv about th e faces: she interpreted the 
vision as a sign that he would be reelected to a seco nd 
term but would not survive it. 

T n da b f r the asc;;;p; ination . incoln had a dra-
matic and prophetic dream of his own death . He wrote in 
hi Journal: 

I retired late . I soon began to dream . There seem ed to be 
a deathlike sullness about me . Then I heard subdued 
obs. as 1f a number of people were weeping. I tho ught I 

left my bed and wandered down-stairs . There the silence 
wa broken by the amc pitiful obbm g, but the mo urn­
ers were mnsible . I went from roo m to room; no living 
person was in 1ght . bu t the same mou rnful sounds o f 
d1 tre met me a I pas ed along. 

It was light m all the room ; every objec t was familiar 

to me : but where were all the people who were grieving as 

1f their hearts would break) I was puzz led and alarmed . 

\\.hat could be the meanmg of all this7 Determined to find 

the cause o f a state of thmg so mys teri ous and so hock­

mg. I kept on until I arrived at the East Room. whic h I 

entered . Befo re me was a catafalque . on which rested a 

corpse '-"Tapped 111 funeral vestments . Around it we re s ta­
llo ned soldiers who were acti ng as guards : and there was a 

throng of people . so me gazing mournfully upo n the 

co rp e. whose face was cove red , o thers weeping pnifu ll y. 
-wh ts dead 111 the Wh i.t Hou 7" I cl ma nded of one o f 

the oldie.rs. "Th President, " was his --a nswer. "He was 

·tiled b • an as ass in ... Then ca me a loud burs t of grie f 
fro m the crowd. which awoke me from my d ream. I slept 

no more that night ; and although it was o nl y a d ream, I 
have been strangely annoyed by it eve r s ince . 

The night befo re he was killed , Li nco ln to ld a member 
of his cabmet that he had dreamed he would be assass i­
nated . Tb da • of his assassinati on , Lin co ln co n fi ded to 
his bod gu,1 rd , WH. Crook, that he had d rea med fo r 
th ree night:, :,t r:llght that he would be assass inated . Crook 
beseeched him not to go that night to Fo rd 's Thea tre, bu t 
Lmcoln demurred saying he had promised his wife th ey 
would go Perhaps he knew he would be sho t tha t night , 
for when they departed fo r Fo r<l:s , Li nco ln said "go <l ­
b .. LO Croolon te.;id o f "good n ight. " 

L111 In:, p emomuons J1J not save him . but a premo­
muon ma_ ha\'e saved the life of Ge ne ra l Ulysses S. 
Gr;,,1 ,L who wtth his w1fe ,Julia , was to be wi th Li nco ln in 
the • i1t:..al..a the night the pres1<lent was s ho t. J uli a awoke 
t m mg with_._ an oppressive ensation tha t som e­
t m~ l rnbl was go ing to happen. '.) he p · rsuad ed G rant 

tay ho me. Later, 1t was reveale<l tha t Boo th had 
plann ed to assassma te Grant as well that evening. 

Ghost Train Hom 

In1uall y. Linco ln was to be buried un<ler the Ca pitol's 
dome . Plans then changed to Vi rgi nia and fina ll y to his 
home town of Spnngfield . There was a huge public d mand 
Lo see the pres1c.Jrn1 s body. A ~peual funeral tram bore Lin ­
coln 's bod y and the body of Willie home to Spnngfid d for 
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burial. The trip look 14 days . The train s topped 111 c1t1es 
for mou rn ers to fil e pas t th e open casket. About 2 million 
people turned out. , 

Sin ce th en . every April at th e anniversary of the assas­
sina tion . a phantom fun era l train is reported traveli ng the 
tracks a long the route taken by the o ffi cia l fun eral train , 
from Washington through New York State and west to 
Ill inois . The train never reach es its des tination . (Acco rd ­
ing to som e s tories , there are two phantom trains . The 
firs t engine pu lls seve ral cars draped in black and belch­
ing black s moke . One is a military car from which issues 
fo rt h the sounds of a dirge . The second s team engine 
pu lls only a 0atcar bearing the president 's co ffin .) 

The Albany, New York , Evening Times once gave the 
fo ll owing accoun t o f the phantom train passing through 
town : 

Regu larly in the month o f Apnl . abou t midnight the ai r 
on the tracks becomes very kee n and cutting. On either 
side o f the tracks it is warm and s till. Every watchman . 
when he fee ls the ai r, sli ps off the track and sits down to 
wa tch . Soon th e p ilo t engi ne o f Linco ln 's fun eral tram 
passes wit h lo ng. b lack st rea mers and with a band o f 
black ins truments pla}i ng dirges. grinning skeletons sit­
ting a ll abo ut. 

It passes no iseless ly. If it is moon light, clouds co me 
ove r the moon as the phanto m trai n goes by. After the 
pil o t engi ne passes . the fun eral tra in itself with flags and 
s trea mers rus hes pas t. The trac k see ms covered with 
blac k carpet. a nd the co ffin is see n in the center of the 
car, w hile all abo ut it in the air a nd o n the train behind 
are vast num bers o f blue-coa ted m en. som e with coffins 
on their backs , o th ers leaning upon them . 

If a real tra in we re passing its noise would be hus hed 
as if the pha nto m train rode ove r it. C locks and watches 
always stop as the pha nto m tra in goes by and when 
looked at a re five to eigh t minutes be hind . 

Everywhere o n the road abo ut Apr il 27 watches and 
clocks are sudden ly found to be behi nd . 

Repea ted Buria ls 

In Sp ringfie ld , two graves ites awa ited Linco ln : o ne in Oak 
Ridge Ce metery and the o ther o n Ma ther Hill in the cen­
ter of th e city ( now the s it e of the Late cap itol building) . 
Mary chose Oak Ridge , but city o ffi cials p refe rred Mather 
Hill , intend ing lo build a mo nument there . Mary pre­
va iled , and the bodi es o f Lincoln and Will ie were taken to 
Oak Ridge , as was the body o f ano ther o n who had died , 
Eddie , ex humed fro m ano ther cem etery. Th e bodies \ ere 
in te rred in a tem porary tomb while work began on a 
mo num ent tom b . Visit ors repo rted eeing a pectral fig­
ure wa lking abou t, believed to be Lincoln , and hearing 
foo ts teps and th e so unds o f sobbing. 

T he bodies were m oved into the mo nument tomb on 
Se ptember 19 , 1871 , and we re joined by the bod · of on 
Tad , who had mean w hile d ied . Wo rk s till\ a incomplete , 
and Li nco ln was moved gain on October 9 , l 7-+, into a 
marb le sa r ·ophagus . The mo nument w,r then dedica ted. 
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An attempt to rob Lincoln's grave was fo il ed in 
ovember 1876. As a precaution aga ins t furth er such 

a tt empts , Lincoln ' body was m oved <l eeper into the cata­
comb into a "secre t" grave . Stori es abounded that Lin­
co ln 's body h ad been s tolen and his c rypt was empt y. 

His body remained th ere until 1886 , when a new cryp t 
was built for him within th e m onument catacomb. His cas­
ket was opened for identification o f the remains . But in 
1899, the monument was tom down and constructi on was 
begun on a new one . The bodies-which by th is time also 
included Mary and a grandson-were exhumed and moved . 
Lincoln wa placed into a white marble sarcophagus . 

Linco ln sti ll had not reac hed his final res ting place . In 
1901 . his casket wa ope ned aga in fo r the purposes o f 
iden1i11cation, and he was th en buried in an und ergro und 
vault , ealed in conc rete. 

Vi itors today till report ghos tl y foo ts teps. wee ping 
and whispering when th ey ,·isit th e tomb . 

The Decline o( M ary 
Mary never recovered from h er husband 's dea th . She 
becam e increasingly withdrawn and paran oid , and depen­
dent on opium and her "spiri t guid es." She talked inces­
santly abo ut th e assassination and drove her friend s away. 

he said that she talked 10 h er dead husband e\' ery day. 
SPIRIT PHOTOGRAPHY was in vogue , and Mary sa t for 
William Mumler und er an assumed name . The resulting 
photograph shows a mis ty likeness of the dead president 
as we ll as th e portrait o f his wife. 

In 1875 , so n Robert Lincoln had his mo ther ins titu­
tionalized , an act tha t earned him her undyi ng hatred . 
After her release, she went into se lf-imposed exile in 
France , living th e res t of her days in a small hot el room . 
She was in cons tant pain from art hriti s and wore a m oney 
belt to protect her dwindling funds. She kept her win­
dows covered and obsessivel y packed and unpacked her 
64 crates o f clothing. Mary di ed o n July 12 , 1882, 17 
years afte r the assassinatio n . She was buried in th e Lin­
coln ca ta co mb in Springfield . 

Lincoln 's H aunts 
Lincoln 's famil y hom e in Springfi eld , own ed and opera ted 
by the atio nal Park Se rvice as a his tori ca l site , has long 
been associated with haunting phenomena . Staff and visi ­
tors have reported apparitions of a tall , thin man som e­
times accompa ni ed by a sma ll boy, believed to be Lincoln 
and his son Wi lli e. A rocker rocks by itself, wind rush es 
in corrido rs, objec ts are moved , phantom piano music i 
played and voices are hea rd . People say they feel cold 
spots and are touched by invi sibl e hands. 

Linco ln 's ghos t reported ly continues to haun t the 
W HIT E HOUSE . Ghos tl y foot s teps a ttribut ed to him were 
reported in the seco nd fl oo r corrid o rs by s taff. The firs t 
p . o n 10 , hi II g cl gh o. t wa rac oo lid ge , wife 
of <...al in oo l!<lge_, th e 30th pn:s id t.: nt o f th , Unued 
States 923-2~ who o b!> · rv ·J 111 !> !> dl 1u ue tte -, 1and111g 
a t a window in the O va l fli , loo k1n, u ut ov ·r th e 

Pot m ac . Since th en , hi s ghost has been see n or se nsed 
in this pose; th e poet Carl Sandburg once said he felt 
(but did n o t see) Lincoln stand by him at th e window. 
The hau ntin g re-crea tes a real sce n e observed one night 
during Lincoln 's presidency by Army C haplai n E.C. 
Bolles . Boll es had arrived in the Ova l Office to meet with 
Lincoln ; the president was gaz in g m ou rnfull y out the 
window. "I think I n eve r saw so sad a fa ce in my !if e , and 
I have looked into many a m ourner's face ," wrote Bolles 
of th e episode . 

Lincoln 's bedroom, call ed th e Linco ln Room , also is a 
sit e of hauntings . It is th e quarters of vis iting heads of 
s tate , many o f whom report strange phenomena, from 
fo o ts teps to visual halluci na ti ons . When Queen Wi lhelm­
ina of Th e e th erlands visited President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt ( 1933-45), she to ld o f hearing footsteps in the 
co rridor outside and a kn oc k at th e door. When she 
opened the doo r, she was astonished to see Lincoln stand­
ing befo re her, dres ed ou t in frock and top hat. The queen 
fainted . At leas t o ne o th er guest saw Linco ln si tting o n the 
bed , putting on his boots. 

irs t L'<'l d \' Elea nor Roo ve lt o ft n sensed Lincoln's 
presence., u uall1 la te a n ight when she was wnung. 
Sometimes the Rooseve lts ' dog, Fala , would bark excit­
edly for no apparent reason . 

Abraham Li11 0 /11 . Courie y New -Yorh Hi swrical ociety. 
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Mary Todd Lincoln . Courtesy New-Yorh Histori ca l Socie ty. 

Preside.rn arry S Truman ( 9 -+5-53J a lso beli eved he 
heard Lincoln walking abo ut. Aft er Truman's presidency, 
the ghost seemtd to disappear from the W hite House. 
During th administration of Pres ident Ronald Reaga n 
1 81-89), the (b1c.lcn{s c.laught e.r Mau reen re ported 

seein Lmcoln,s ghos t in the Li nco ln Room . 
In additio n to being hea rd at the Whi te House , Lin­

coln's ghostly footsteps are reported nea r his gravesite in 
Springfield, Illinois . Popular legend has it tha t the grave is 
empty. 

Haunting phenomena have been reported at Fo rd 's 
Theatre as well. It was closed aft er the assassination . The 
fam ous Civil Wa r photographer Matthew Brady took a 
pho tograph of the interior. Repo nedly the print revea led 
a sem itransparent figure srnnding in the Linco ln box , 
believed by many to be. the ghos t of Boo th . 

Fo rd tried to reopen the thea ter but was unsuccessful , 
and he sold it. In 1933 , it was taken over by the Na tional 
Park Service. It was renovated and reopened in 1968 as a 
daytime theater and nighnime playhouse. Acto rs, includ­
ing Hal Ho lbrook , repo rted icy sensa ti ons a t center s tage, 
and a tendency to forget lines. Other phenomena include 
phanto m footsteps. s trange laughter and voices , the 
sounds of weeping and lights turning on and o ff by them­
selves . A singer said she was di s trac.: ted one night by a 
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light fl ashing on and o ff in the Lincoln box, which is per­
manently closed to the public. 
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Little Bastard, Curse of The !if e and promising film 
caree r of the Ameri can acto r J ames Dean were cut short 
by a fa tal ca r accidem in September 1955. Dean once said 
he beli eved he was predestined to die in a speeding ca r, 
and the legend that grew up aro und the circumstances of 
his death a ttributes a cu rse on the ca r in which he met his 
vio lent fa te. Following Dea n's dea th , the curse. affected 
o thers who came into contact with the wreck. 

James Bryan Dean , born February 8, 1931 , in Marion , 
Indiana, rose to fame in the film industry as the prototyp­
ica l disa ffec ted , rebellious yo ung man. His leading roles 
in East of Eden and Rebel With out a Cause turned him into 
a supers ta r. He neve r finished his las t film , Giant , cos tar­
ring Elizabeth Tay lor and Roc k Hudson ; it was completed 
without him fo ll owing his dea th . 

Like his ce llulo id image, Dean liked to live on the 
dangerous , thrill -seek ing edge . He loved fast sports cars 
and mo torcycles ; his favorite hobby was raci ng. He was 
an ad ro it dri ve r and performed well behind the wheel , 
taking top honors in his first seve ral races . 

For m os t of the summer of 1955 , Dean was on loca­
tion nea r Marfa , Texas , for Giant. His employer, Warner 
Bro th e. rs, fea rful of a mishap , forbade him from racing 
during production . He did no t, howeve r, stop driving 
pell -mell on his own . 

Aft er the loca tion filming , Dean returned to Los Ange­
les, where his eye was caught by a new sports car, a silver­
gray 1955 Porsche Spyd er. Thinking it would make a fine 
entry in upcoming races a t Sa linas on October 1, he 
bought it, but on the condition tha t one of Porsche' top 
mechanics, Rolf Wuetherich , accompany him a 
m echanic to all races . The d eal was s truck . 

Altho ugh Dean was thrilled with th car- h puck­
ishly named it the "Lill ie Bas tard"-sev ra l o f hi fri ends 
all eged ly were not. Ursula Andress, Alec Gu in , ick 
Adams (s tar of th e TV s ri s Tl1t: Rebel) and George Bar-
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Investigative Files 

Paranormal Lincoln 

Joe Nickell 

Comment to the Editor 

His guiding of the United States through its greatest crisis and his subsequent 
martyrdom have caused the shadow of the tall, sixteenth president to loom 
still larger. Called 11 the most mythic of all American presidents 11 (Cohen 1989, 
7), Abraham Lincoln has long been credited by paranormalists with 
supernatural powers. These include an early mirror-vision, prophetic dreams, 
and spiritualistic phenomena. His ghost, some say, even haunts the White 

House.l 

In the Looking Glass 

Many people have portrayed Lincoln as a man given to belief in omens­
particularly those relating to his assassination. An incident often cited in this 
regard occurred at his home in Springfield, Illinois. Lincoln related it to a 
few friends and associates, including Noah Brooks in 1864. Brooks shared it 

Site tv1.ap ...... with the readers of Harper's New Monthly Magazine the following July-three 
········'•·'·'·''·'·'·· months after Lincoln's death-recounting the president's story 11 as nearly as 

possible in his own words 11
: 

It was just after my election in 1860 .... I was well tired out, and went 
home to rest, throwing myself down on a lounge in my chamber. Opposite 
where I lay was a bureau, with a swinging-glass upon it-[and here he got up 
and placed furniture to illustrate the position]-and, looking in that glass, I 
saw myself reflected, nearly at full length; but my face, I noticed, had two 
separate and distinct images, the tip of the nose of one being about three 
inches from the tip of the other. I was a little bothered, perhaps startled, and 
got up and looked in the glass, but the illusion vanished. On lying down 
again I saw it a second time-plai ner, if possible, than before; and then I 
noticed that one of the faces was a little paler, say five shades, than the 
other. I got up and the thfog melted away, and I went off and, in the 
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excitement of the hour, forgot aJI about it-nearly, but not quite, for the thing 
would once in a while come up, and give me a little pang, as though 
someUung uncomfortable had happened. When I went home I told my wife 
about it, and a few days after I tried the experiment again, when [with a 
laugh], sure enough, U1e tiling came again; but I never succeeded in 
bringing the ghost back after Uiat, though I once tried very industriously to 
show it to my wife, who was worried about it somewhat. She U1ought it was 
"a sign" that I was to be elected to a second term of office, and that the 
paleness of one of the faces was an omen that I should not see life through 
U1e last term. (Brooks 1865, 224-225) 

Page 2 of 8 

The same story was told by Ward Hill Lamon in his book, Recollections of 
Abraham Lincoln . Lamon was a friend of Lincoln's, a fearless man who 
accompanied him to Washington for his protection, being given the special 
title, Marshal of the District of Columbia. In discussing the matter of the 
double image in the mirror, Lamon stated : "Mr. Lincoln more than once told 
me that he could not explain this phenomenon II and "that he had tried to 
reproduce the double reflection at the Executive Mansion, but without 
success. 11 In Lamon's account it was not Mrs. Lincoln but the president 
himself who thought the "ghostly" image foretold "that death would overtake 
him" before the end of his second term (Lamon 1995, 111-112). 

In recent years, paranormalists have gotten hold of Lincoln's anecdote and 
offered their own interpretations. Hans Holzer states that "What the President 
saw was a brief 'out of the body experience,' or astral projection, 11 meaning 
"that the bonds between conscious mind and the unconscious are temporarily 
loosened and that the inner or true self has quickly slipped out" (Holzer 1995, 
65) . 

Such an explanation utterly fails to fit the evidence. Lincoln did not describe 
an out-of-body experience-a feeling of being outside one's physical self-but, 
according to Brooks (1865, 225), "The President, with his usual good sense, 
saw nothing in all this but an optical illusion. 11 

The nature of this optical illusion can be deduced from the circumstances. 
The double image was of Lincoln's face only, could be seen in a particular 
mirror but not others, and vanished and reappeared with respect to a certain 
vantage point. Taken together, these details are corroborative evidence that 
the mirror was the cause. An ordinary mirror can produce a slight double­
image effect due to light reflecting off the front of the glass as well as off the 
silvering on the back. In modern mirrors this is usually not noticeable, and the 
shift in the image is slight in any event. But in the case of old mirrors, whose 
glass plates "were generally imperfect" (Cescinsky 1931 ), a distinct double 
image might be produced, like that shown in Figure 1. (Unfortunately, the 
actual mirror-topped bureau Lincoln described is no longer to be found at 
the Lincoln Home National Historic Site, much of the furniture having been 
di spersed in earlier years [Suits 1998].) 
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Figure I . Double image of author (and of photographer Rob McElroy) reproduces a curious 
effect experienced by Abraham Lincoln in 1860 and thought by Mrs. Lincoln to be an 

omen. 

Dreams of Death 

The mirror incident sets the stage for claims of even more emphatically 
premonitory experiences. These were dreams Lincoln reportedly had that 
foretold dramatic events. One he related to his cabinet on April 14, 1865 . The 
previous night he had dreamed he was in some mysterious boat, he said, 
11 sailing toward a dark and indefinite shore. 11 In another version it was of II a 
ship sailing rapidly" (Lewis 1973 , 290) . When Lincoln was assassinated only 
hours later, the dream was seen as weirdly prophetic. The story grew in the 
retellings which spread, says Lloyd Lewis in Mvths After Lincoln (I 973, 291) 
"around the world . 11 

In fact, Lincoln had not thought the dream presaged his death. He had 
actually mentioned it in reply to General Grant, his guest that Good Friday 
afternoon, who had expressed worries about General Sherman's fate in North 
Carolina. Lincoln felt that Sherman would be victorious because, he said, the 
dream had often come to him prior to significant events in the war. According 
to Lewis (1973 , 290) : "For a President of the United States, in a time like the 
Civil War, to dreatn that he was sailing rapidly to an unseen shore was 
certai nly not remarkable. Most of his waking hours, across four years, were 
spent in wondering where the Ship of State was going. 11 

Lin oln supposedly described an even more ominous dream to Mrs. Lincoln, 
not long before his assassination, then again to Ward Hill Lamon (1895, 11 -
116) who reconstructed Lincoln's words a follows: 

About ten days ago, I retired very late. I had been up waiting for important 
dispatches from the fron t. I could not have been long in b d wh n I fi 11 into 
a slumber, for I was weary. I soon began to dream. There seem d to b a 
death-like stillness about me. hen I heard subdued sobs, as if a number of 

http ://www. google. com/search? q=cache:www. csicop .. .Ii-files . html+reagan+lincoln+ghost&hl=e 4/28/01 



/ Lincoln and the Paranormal; Investigative Files (Skeptical Inquirer May 1999) 

people were weeping. I thought I left my bed and wandered downstairs. 
There the silence was broken by the same pitiful sobbing, but the mourners 
were invisible ... . Determined to find the cause of a state of things so 
mysterious and so shocking, I kept on until I arrived al the East Room, 
which I entered. There I met wi th a sickening surprise. Before me was a 
catafalque, on which rested a corpse wrapped in fonera l vestments. Around 
it were tationed soldiers who were acting as guards; and there was a throng 
of people, some gazing mournfully upon t11 e corpse, whose face was covered, 
ol11ers weeping pitifully. "Who is dead in l11e White House?" I demanded of 
one of the soldiers. "The President," was his answer; "he was killed by an 
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a sas in !" Then came a loud burst of grief from the crowd, which awoke me 
from my drean1. I slept no more t11at night; and although it was only a 
dream, I have been strangely annoyed by it ever since. 

Lamon's account may be true, although he has been criticized for having "fed 
the fire of superstition that people were kindling about the name of 
Lincoln" (Lewis 1973 , 294) . In fact, however, Lamon had added a sequel to 
the story which is invariably ignored : 

Once the President alluded to this terrible dream with some show of playfol 
humor. "Hill," said he, "your apprehension of harm to me from some hidden 
enemy is downright foolislmess . For a long time you have been trying to 
keep somebody-the Lord knows who-from killing me. Don't you see how it 
will tum out? In this dream it was not me, but some other fellow, that was 
killed. It seems that this ghostly assassin tried his hand on some one 
else." (Lamon 1895, 116-117) 

In any event, that Lincoln should have dreamed of assassination-even his 
own-can scarcely be termed remarkable. Prior to his first inauguration in 
1861 , Pinkerton detectives had smuggled Lincoln into Washington at night 
to avoid a change of trains in Baltimore where an assassination plot had been 
uncovered (Neely 1982, 16-17). Lincoln had subsequently "received untold 
number of death threats" (St. George 1990, 66), and on one occasion had a 
hole shot through his top hat by a would-be assassin (Neely 1982, 282) . 

Among the Spirits 

Lamon (1895, 120) insisted that Lincoln "was no dabbler in divination­
astrology, horoscopy, prophecy, ghostly lore, or witcheries of any sort." Yet 
soon after his death spiritualists sought to use Lincoln to give respectability 
to their practices by citing the occasions he had permitted seances in the 
White House, as well as to claim contact with his own departed spirit. The 
extent of Lincoln's involvement with spiritualism has been much debated . 

Actually, it was Mrs . Lincoln who was involved with spiritualists. She turned 
to them in her bereavement over the death of Willie, the Lincolns' beloved 
eleven-year-old son who died of "bilious fever" in 1862. One such spirituali t 
mediu m was Henrietta "Nettie" Colburn (1841-1892) . Mary Todd Lincoln 
met her at a "circle" or seance at the Georgetown home of Cranstoun Laurie, 
chief clerk of the post office in Washington. On one occasion, a seance with 
Nettie was being held in the White House's Red Parlor when the president 
stumbled upon the group and watched with curiosity. Another time he 

http://www.google.com/search?q=cache:www.csicop .. ./i-files .html+reagan+lincoln+ghost&hl=e 4/28/01 



/ Lincoln and the Paranormal; Investigative Files (Skeptical Inquirer May 1999) Page 5 of 8 

accompanied Mary to a seance at the Lauries' home. At least one biographer 
has suggested that Lincoln's marginal involvement may have stemmed from a 
desire "to protect his gullible wife" (Temple 1995, 199). 

That was exactly what Lincoln did wi th regard to a trickster named Charles 
J. Colchester. Styling himself "Lord Colchester, " he conducted seances 
wherein "spirit rappings" were produced. A concerned Lincoln asked Dr. 
Joseph Henry (1 797- 1878), the secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, for 
his advice about Colchester, whereupon Dr. Henry invited the medium to 
give a demonstration at his office. The scientist determined that the sounds 
came from Colchester and he suspected trickery . Later, Noah Brooks caught 
the medium cheating and warned Colchester not to return to the Executive 
Man ion (Temple 1995, 200) . Lincoln himself was not interested in seances, 
but, according to Lloyd Lewis's Myths After Lincoln (1973 , 301 ), "In these 
dark hocus-pocuses Mrs. Lincoln found comfort, and Lincoln let them go on 
for a time, careless of whether the intellectuals of the capital thought him 
addle-pated or no ." 

Spectral Visits 

It is ironic that Lincoln did not believe in spiritualism, since his ghost is now 
reportedly so active. Although his Springfield home is decidedly unhaunted, 
according to curator Linda Suits (1998), who says neither she nor anyone she 
knows has had a ghostly encounter there, other places compete for attention. 
There have been numerous reported sightings of Lincoln's ghost at his tomb 
in Springfield as well as at Fort Monroe in Virginia and, in Washington, at 
both the White House and Ford's Theater (where Lincoln was assassinated) 
(Cohen 1989, 11 ; Winer and Osborn 1979, 125; Jones 1996, 15). 

Understandably, perhaps, it is the White House that seems to receive the most 
attention-especially the "Lincoln Bedroom" (which, in Lincoln's time, was 
actually his office) . The notion that his ghost frequents the stately rooms and 
corridors doubtless began with Mrs . Lincoln's post-assassination seances and 
it was probably given impetus by a figurative remark made by President 
Theodore Roosevelt (who served from 1901-1909): "I think of Lincoln, 
shambling, homely, with his strong, sad, deeply-furrowed face, all the time. I 
see him in the different rooms and in the halls" (St. George 1990, 84). Such 
feelings are still common and may trigger sightings among imaginative people 
and those predisposed to see ghosts. The first person to report actually seeing 
Lincoln's ghost was Grace Coolidge (First Lady from 1923 to 1929), who 
saw his tall fi gure looking out an Oval Office window (Scott and Norman 
199 1, 74; Cohen 1989, 10). During her tenure, guests were lodged in the 
"Lincoln bedroom" and "Every newcomer was informed of the legend that 
when the great light over the front door was dimmed for the night the ghost 
of Abraham Lincoln was supposed to pace silently to and fro on the North 
Porch" (Ross 1962, 109). 

Among subsequent Lincoln sightings was one by Queen Wilhelmina of the 
Netherlands (who had a prior interest in spi ritualism) . he was ague t of 
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President Franklin D . Roosevelt when she heard a knock during the night at 
her bedroom door. Opening it, the drowsy queen saw the figure of Abraham 
Lincoln looking down at her, causing her to swoon (Ronan 1974, 40; Cohen 
1989, 10). Religious leader Norman Vincent Peale claimed that a prominent 
actor (whom he would not name) had been a White House guest when he 
awoke to Lincoln's voice pleading for help. The actor sat up to see "the lanky 
form of Lincoln prostrate on the floor in prayer, arms outstretched with 
fingers digging into the carpet" (Winer and Osborn 1979, 135). And President 
Reagan's daughter Maureen said she had occasionally seen Lincoln's ghost-
" an aura, sometimes red, sometimes orange" -during the night. So had her 
husband Dennis Revell (Caroli 1992, 39). 

These examples are typical of many ghost sightings that are due to common 
"waking dreams," an experience that occurs when someone is just going to 
sleep or waking up and perceives ghosts, lights, or other strange imagery 
(Nickell 1995, 41 , 46) . Other apparitions are most likely to be seen when one 
is tired, daydreaming, performing routine chores, or is otherwise in a reverie 
or dissociative state (see e.g., Mackenzie 1982). This may help explain 
sightings such as one by Eleanor Roosevelt's secretary, who passed by the 
Lincoln Bedroom one day and was frightened to see the ghostly president 
sitting on the bed and pulling on his boots (Alexander 1998, 43 ; Jones 1996, 
8) . 

Once the notion of a ghost is affixed to a place, almost anything-an 
unexplained noise, mechanical malfunction, mjsplaced object, or the like-can 
be added to the lore. For example, on one of my appearances on "The 
Michael Reagan Show," Mike told me an anecdote about his father and their 
dog, Rex. According to President Reagan, when passing the Lincoln 
Bedroom Rex would often bark but would refuse to enter the room (Reagan 
1998; see also Caroli 1992, 39, and Alexander 1998, 45). Mike related the 
story as more of a novelty than as proof of a supernatural occurrence. 
(President Reagan's daughter, Patti Davis, once asked her father if he had 
ever seen Lincoln's ghost. '"No,' my father answered-a bit sadly, I thought. 'I 
haven't seen him yet. 'But I do believe he's here'" [Davis 1995].) Neither the 
Bushes nor, as far as they could tell, their dog Millie ever saw the ghost of 
Lincoln, or indeed any of the other historical specters who are occasionally 
reported (Alexander 1998, 45). 

Not all of the reports of Lincoln's ghost, however, have featured apparitions. 
In earlier times there were frequent reports of sounds that were variously 
interpreted, some describing them as heavy footfalls (Cohen 1989, 1 O; Jones 
1996, 8), others as knockings at the door, with Lincoln's ghost typically being 
thought responsible. Not only Queen Wilhelmina but also "Presidents from 
Theodore Roosevelt to Herbert Hoover and Har.ry Truman all srud they heard 
mysterious rappings, often at their bedroom doors" (Scott and Norman 1991, 
74). However, ghosthunter Hans Holzer (1995 , 70) concedes: "Pre ident 

ruman, a skeptic, decided that the noises had to be due to 'natural' cau e , 
such as the dangerous settling of the floor . He ordered th Whit Hou e 
completely rebuilt, and perhaps thi was a good thing: It would urely have 

http://www. google. com/ search? q=cache: www. csicop .. .Ii-fi les . html+reagan+li nco ln+ghost&hl=e 4/28/01 



Lincoln and the Paranormal; Investigative Files (Skeptical Inquirer May 1999) Page 7 of 8 

collapsed soon after, according to the architect, General Edgerton. 11 

For all his greatness Abraham Lincoln was of course human. Among his 
foibles were a tendency to melancholy, a sense of fatalism, and a touch of 
superstition from his frontier upbringing. However, as this investigation 
demonstrates, neither his life nor his death offers proof of paranormal or 
supernatural occurrences-not his very human apprehensions of mortality, not 
his wife's sad seduction into spiritualism, and not the evidence, even if 
expressed as anecdotes of ghostly apparitions, that his great legacy lives on. 
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Note 

1. Among other implicitly paranormal claims relating to Lincoln are the 
"mysterious coincidences" that are often claimed between him and 
President John F. Kennedy. See Martin Gardner, The Magic Numbers 
o(Dr. Matrix (Buffalo : Prometheus, 1985) and Bruce Martin, 
"Coincidence: Remarkable or Random')" Skeptical Inquirer 22(5) 
(September/October 1998): 23-28 . 
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