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"ALMOST GOT IT..."

LOYD AUERBACH

Ashley's Restaurant sits on US 1, south of Highway 520, in the town of Rockledge, Florida.  Over the years since it was built in the 1920s, the restaurant has had a number of names to it.  It has also had a number of ghostly sightings, odd phenomena, and even odder witness reactions.


The restaurant was called to my attention by Martin Caidin for use in a television pilot called HAUNTED AMERICA, which he was to be a part of.  The show, currently undergoing an aggressive marketing campaign, was produced by Jude Gerard Prest and David Abbitt, two independent produces in Southern California.  The format of the show is one of real, as they occur, investigations, more or less like FOX TV's COPS, but with the focus on haunted places and the investigators themselves.  


The investigative team gathered for the show included Barbara Gallagher, Associate Director of the Office of Paranormal Investigations, myself, and the three-man team from Florida's Center for Paranormal Studies, R. Andrew Nichols, Russ McCarty, and James Bosworth.  Martin Caidin was both the focus of a piece of the show and part of the team investigating Ashley's in June of 1993.


"I've had experiences with Ashley's dating back to my days associating with Sybil Leek, although the restaurant had another name back then," said Caidin.  The place was a center for local paranormal activity, according to Caidin.  "In those days --- this is perhaps twenty years ago --- Ashley's had a large main dining room with a large bar at one end, so there was a huge area for dinner parties."  This is in contrast to the place today, where the downstairs is a bar/lounge with two side dining rooms, the main dining being done upstairs.


The first time Caidin and Sybil Leek walked through the place, she felt a presence and announced it with absolute calm.  The continued through the place and hit the lights in the main dining room.  "And just as quickly a coldness settled everywhere in the room, making my skin crawl as though the draft blew right through my clothes.  Sybil turned slowly, then pointed.  'There,' she said. 'It is right there.'"


Caidin was absolutely amazed at what happened next.  The tables and chairs were stacked against the wall for the place to be cleaned up, the chairs upended on top of the tables.  "As we watched, one chair slowly rose from its table, almost leisurely, without a sound.  It rose, rotating as it did.  It moved to almost room center, then settled quietly with the legs down to the floor.


"Sybil stared directly at the chair, now still," said Caidin.  She then told the chair "thank you" and led the way out of the restaurant.  "It was extraordinary!"


Caidin had also told us of other times Sybil was in the place when a chair rose off the floor, flew across the room, and smashed against the wall.  He also had gathered more recent stories.  "Every time I go back there, people want to talk to me about recent events."


With a recommendation like that, the place was hard to pass up.  In addition, it was written up as "The Haunted Powder Room" in Arthur Myers's THE GHOSTLY REGISTRY (Contemporary Books, 1986).  Myers's book described the ghosts as potentially a woman who died about 50 years ago, last seen in the restaurant wearing 1920s garb, and a second potential spirit of a young girl killed in an auto accident on US 1 just outside the restaurant.


Based on Caidin's recommendation, we selected Ashley's as a location for shooting part of HAUNTED AMERICA.  With him along, a part of the team (Gallagher, Nichols, and myself) headed to Rockledge to interview witnesses, and to check the place out with the special equipment that had been rented for the show.


Owner Gregg Parker had spread the word nicely for us and we got to interview a number of people, including current and ex employees, as well as locals who had been going to Ashley's for years. 


Former employee James Turner told us of situations when the place was closed yet they'd get word through the Rockledge Police Department that the lights, kitchen appliances, and power tools would come on after closing with no one there.  In addition, he was witness to situations where glasses were flying all over the place, and one occasion when "all the extinguishers went off" by themselves. 


Former employee Edwin Huff heard "a high pitched scream, but it was from afar, from a distance" on more than one occasion.  "It seemed that the closer that I got the farther it got away from me."


Bartender Laurie Harrell has had a number of experiences there, including one night when she was closing up.  "I have to go and lock all the doors.  I bolt them, because I'm in here all alone."  She went in the back, as usual, to get the beer to restock the bar.  "As I was coming back into the first runway as you come in here, I felt kind of a cool breeze and saw the front door swinging open.  I thought 'Oh, I've just been robbed' or something and put the beer down.  I went running over to the door and there was nobody there.  The door swung back, quite quickly as I was standing there and almost hit me in the face."


Martin Caidin's good friend Ken Larson (written up for a Near Death Experience in Caidin's NATURAL AND SUPERNATURAL, Contemporary Books, 1993) told us of the experience of a friend of his who "had gone into the ladies room.  She sat down and the window that's there slowly opened up.  So she stood up, she closed it, she latched it, she sat back down.  It slowly opened up again.  She got a little bit upset.  She slammed it shut, latched it, checked it, and sat back down.  This time it slammed back open.  


"She ran out of the bathroom and told the person she was with 'Pay the bill, we're getting out of here' and she won't set foot back here again.  I tried to get her down, but no way, she's not coming back here again for all the money in the world."


The ladies' room apparently is a focus of much of the goings on at Ashley's.  Although many events have been reported throughout the restaurant.  Our own experience there certainly proved this out, as you'll learn.


Edwin Huff, when working at Ashley's a few years ago, had an unusual experience while cleaning the ladies' room one morning before opening up.  "I usually came in early in the morning.  The first thing I would do was turn the lights on in the kitchen.  I would always get my cleaning products and start for the powder room, the ladies room.  As I went in there one morning, I noticed that I needed tissue on one roll, and the other roll was full.  So I went out to get another roll of tissue.  I came back and tissue was frantically spinning off the spool by itself.  No one else was in the place.  There's only one window Ò in the ladies room "and it was closed."


Bartender Laurie Harrell told us of an incident involving the ladies' room.  Apparently, the two girlfriends of two bikers also in the bar went into the ladies' room together. A few moments later, the bar patrons heard them scream, and watched as they came running out of the rest room.  They said something to their biker companions, and the customers and employees watched with interest as the burly guys bravely went into the ladies' room to check it out.  A moment later, they, too, came running out of the powder room, and hustled their girlfriends out of the place, never to return.


What did they see?  We may never know, but perhaps they saw the ghost of a woman who may have been haunting the place for many years.  According to the account in Myers's book and to some of the witnesses we interviewed, a number of people over the years have seen the image of a woman dressed in 1920s garb appear in the room, both in one of the toilet stalls and in the rest room mirror.


That one room, more consistently than any other place in the restaurant, seemed to have something happening.  


For the investigative team of Caidin, Gallagher, Nichols, and myself (as well as our director Jude Prest and cameraman Victor J. Pancerev), when darkness fell, Ashley's began to cause problems for us.  


Our video and sound equipment had been working perfectly on the job until we began our after-dark tour of the place and our other sensing equipment was set up. We got unusual readings on our Tri-Field meters in the magnetic range, occasional anomalies on the microwave sensor and Geiger counter, and malfunctions of our video  setup, including our sound system fading in and out for a time.  The most consistent problem we faced as we walked around (though not when we stayed put in a back room where we conducted our interviews) was the draining of our Betacam batteries.


According to Pancerev, a professional videographer (and to others in the industry I have since questioned), fully charged batteries don't drain in less than five minutes.  In addition, everything had been checked out completely before the after-dark shoot, outside the building.  Unfortunately for us, our batteries didn't know that, and we had to scramble to get footage as we toured the place.  


"We had batteries heating up and burning out left and right for no apparent reason.  Based on past and current experiences here I say this place has some kind of energy vortex.  I rest my case on the batteries. It shouldn't be happening...but it is!" said Caidin.


With all this going on, and armed with the witness stories surrounding the ladies' room, we decided to set up the rented Infrared Thermograph Video equipment in that room.  Andy Nichols is fully rated to work the equipment which, in normal use is used for diagnostics in medical settings as it converts heat patterns to light and color patterns.  This allows for viewing the hot and cold spots in the human body (you may recall this kind of heat-image video from motion pictures such as PREDATOR).


We had hypothesized that such equipment would enable us to "see" the cold spots that so many people report in haunting situations. However, we had already seen evidence that the Thermograph was somehow doing more than that in the other case we shot for HAUNTED AMERICA, when unusual heat fogs and energy bursts showed up where there was no explanation.


We set the video and other equipment.  Prest took the mostly used tape out of the deck, which we had just used to interview Caidin.  He labeled it as ÒTape 3Ó and unwrapped a fresh tape.  Pancerev placed the tape in the deck and started it up.  The red light went on, and it began recording what was showing on the monitor hooked to the Thermograph.  They got up and headed to the ladiesÕ room.  I watched the deck for a moment to make sure it was still recording.


With Nichols, Barbara Gallagher, Prest and Pancerev in the ladies' room, I sat watching the monitor which showed what the Thermograph was picking up.  With me was Caidin's friend Mike Howard, along with Caidin and a number of others.  Our Betacam setup was focused on the monitor as well, in order to record what might show up.  


Were we surprised.


Mike Howard and I saw what looked like a head-shaped spot of darkness, which on the Thermograph meant a cold spot.  That quickly vanished.  Then, suddenly, I saw something a bit different as Nichols's voice came yelling from the ladies' room "Do you see that?"


What we saw on the monitor was what looked like a cylindrical object floating in mid air.  It was not solid, but fairly well defined, and, if the Thermograph was to be believed, it was much hotter that the warm air in the confined rest room.


The object seemed to be floating through the air.  Nichols was able to follow it with the Thermograph video and suggested that Gallagher try to "move my hand to follow it so that it would contact it," said Gallagher.  "At one point, it appeared that it began to follow my hand.  I felt a very slight tingling sensation, but certainly not hot as the Thermograph indicated."


For me and the others watching the monitor, there was incredible excitement as we watched this "object" maneuver around her hand, then move away completely, looking for all the world like it was melting into the wall.


Prest, Gallagher, Nichols and Pancerev came running out of the ladies' room so that we could run back the tape and watch what we had gotten.  Then things got weirder.


Pancerev looked down at the video-deck and saw that it was off.  There had been no audio warning of the battery running out (which it had not done).  "Maybe it just turned off," said Prest.  Pancerev ran the tape back a bit, and we were all puzzled.  It seemed to rewind quite a bit more than the few minutes we had shot on the fresh tape.  


He started the deck to play and we were surprised to see Caidin's face show on the screen.  Prest stopped the deck and took out the unlabeled tape, which was almost full.  He pulled out the newly labeled "Tape 3" and put it in the deck.  Caidin's interview again!  We had no tape of the Thermograph session!


All three of us felt like somebody was playing the old shell game with us.  Prest placed the labeled tape in his bag, and replaced the unlabeled one.  Pancerev fast-forwarded to the end of the Caidin interview and checked the tape.  There was still five minutes of blank tape left.  We decided to try again with the Thermograph.


The deck was started again, and the Prest, Pancerev, Gallagher and Nichols headed off.  Unfortunately, nothing unusual happened this time.  Except...


When Prest rewound the tape to watch the uneventful session, we were again surprised, but this time because it rewound five minutes and stopped.  Pancerev pulled the tape out.  It was rewound to the start.  He put it back in the deck and played it.  It was the second Thermograph session, followed by blank tape.  The Caidin interview had vanished from the tape.


If this had not happened to all three of us, any one of us would have questioned the events.  As Caidin put it, it shouldn't have happened, but it did!


The remainder of the evening was not quite as eventful, but still exciting.  We began taking photos, some with two Polaroid cameras. The microwave, magnetic, and radiation sensors went off, often at the same time.  At those times, Nichols took shots with the Polaroid  cameras (using two cameras).  Strangely enough, although the "energy" escaped being videotaped, we got unusual light displays on three Polaroid shots, all three linked to times the other sensors had registered something at the same time.


Ashley's has become, for us all, the perfect case of what can go right and go wrong on one case.  While much actually happened which we all saw with our own eyes (and registered on our equipment), because of the malfunctioning video equipment we have little in the way of a record of these things happening.  Prest, as director-producer on site, was thrilled with what was happening, yet extremely frustrated that we couldn't really document it.  


However, even with the video equipment problems, Ashley's is a place that yielded more phenomena on an investigation than any other case I had been on for a one-time visit.


"The case was unlike any previous investigation I had heretofore experienced," echoes Gallagher.  "I believe we absolutely need to go back for a follow-up investigation with equipment that we can ensure will not malfunction.  The witness testimony alone was credible, sane, and extensive."


And what about that cylindrical object we saw on the Thermograph?  Was that some form of what Caidin called an "energy vortex"?  Or was that some form a ghost or spirit took to be "on camera"?  Or maybe, as Kathy Reardon, a psychic we work with has suggested, what we saw was the "shape of the ghost's consciousness."  


Is the place a believable haunt?  Yes!  In the words of Edwin Huff: "I never believed in ghosts before, and I figured once you're gone, you're just gone ... It makes me think different, now."


We hope for a return visit in the near future.  In the meantime, our entire group can highly recommend a visit to Ashley's.  The people are friendly and the food is excellent. 


And the spirits are good, too.

