



Chapter 21
    “The Greenbrier Ghost”
From Arbuckle Stories



 By Jim Arbuckle

     I did not hear the story of the Greenbrier Ghost until I was in high school.  I could not understand that I was 18 years old and had never heard this story that happened only a few miles away.  I asked my granddad Arbuckle if he had heard the story, and he just laughed and said, “I’ve heard it, but I don’t believe in ghosts.” 

     I liked the story so much that two other students and I dramatized portions in a senior literature class, and I also wrote the story in a rhetoric writing class in college.  Many writers have accounted the happening.  It was not until after I was out of college that I learned more details on the people involved in the story.  Local writer, Dennis Deitz wrote an account and I talked to him several times on his aspects of the story.  When I gave the talk in high school and the written version in college, I said that the Greenbrier Ghost story was actual, but I was just not sure if the Greenbrier Ghost was true.  As I said many writers have accounted the happening.  I hope you enjoy mine.  
  “The Greenbrier Ghost” 

     The story of the Greenbrier Ghost actually begins in Pocahontas County.  In the late 1800’s there was a man who lived on Droop Mountain by the name of Edward Shue.  Droop Mountain is a community twenty five miles north of Lewisburg and some fifteen miles south of Marlinton.  Its elevation is 3,060 feet above sea level.  

     Edward Shue was a big man, and said to have been a handsome man.  He was also a man of great strength and also had a bad temper.  He was a poor mountaineer, worked as a blacksmith and lived in a house on the northwest side of the mountain.  

     I would not say that Shue was a lady’s man, but every lady he dated either became attracted to him or fell madly in love with him.  Shue’s first wife fell prey to his handsome and rugged looks.  But she was just 15 years old, and just a child in the eyes of her family and friends.  She attended a small one room school in Leonard, a community down the mountain near Renick in Greenbrier County.  Her teacher was W.M. Walton and he said the girl was in school one day and then the wife of Edward Shue the next.  Not long after Shue married the young girl, her teacher and many of her former class mates heard that Shue was mistreating his young wife.  All knew of his bad temper, but later when a neighbor told one of her former school mates that Shue was whipping the girl, this school mate told the other school mates and they decided to pay Edward Shue a visit.  Their teacher, W.M. Walton was also upset and joined his students in making the trip up to Droop Mountain.  

     It was a cold night in 1886 as Walton and five of his teenage male students arrived at Shue’s cabin.  Walton knew the anger and physical strength they would be up against if Shue became upset.  Shue often bragged about his strength and ability to whip any man he ever met.  Shue opened the door and ask why they were there.  When the reply came that they were there to speak to him about the treatment of his wife, Shue became angry and asked them who they were.  At that instant the six men rushed Shue and wrestled him down, and the scuffle was so intense that the door frame was broken away from the cabin.  Man to man, Shue would have been far superior, but he was not able to overcome one man and five strong boys.  Instead of speaking to him about the bad treatment of his wife, they drug Shue out in the cold night air.  As a teacher, Walton did not want to have his students administer a beating, so they took Shue to a pond, broke the ice and dunked him under the ice cold water until he promised to treat his wife better.  

     Shue went to Renick the next morning and swore out a warrant for the men’s arrest, however the men denied Shue’s charges, thus the charges were later dropped.  

     Shue’s young wife died shortly afterwards and her death was ruled as accidental.  All who knew the situation, suspected Shue of fowl play, but nothing was ever proved.   

     Not long after his first wife’s death, Edward Shue took his second wife.  Like his first wife, she was younger and I’m sure the second wife was intoxicated by Shue’s handsome and rugged appearance.  Shue was later charged in horse stealing and a number of other thefts, and spent a short time in prison.  While in prison, his second wife divorced him and remarried.  





     This brings us to his third wife and the Greenbrier Ghost.  Job of the Old Testament once asked, “If a man dies, shall he live again?”  As a Christian, I believe in life after death and Christ’s teachings, but the next question, can the dead return and speak to the living? 
     It is now ten years later in 1896.  Shue was out of prison and back on Droop Mountain, and once again Shue had become involved with another young girl.  The girl was named Zona Heaster, the daughter of a family that lived a few miles west of Lewisburg in the Richlands area.  Zona was said to have been far smaller in statue than his two previous petite wives.  Zona’s family knew of Shue and his reputation and forbid their young daughter to see this man.  Shue however had persuaded Zona to visit her uncle who lived on Droop Mountain, where Shue took her to his cabin and prevailed on her to marry him.  
    The next night, Shue asked the Reverend R.R. Little, a Methodist minister from Frankford to come to the mountain and marry he and Zona.  Upon arrival, Reverend Little saw that Zona was just a child and had doubts of marrying this young girl to a man of Shue’s age and reputation.  Shue had just returned with the marriage license, and as an excuse, Reverend Little informed Shue that he had a license issued in Pocahontas County, and he could not perform the marriage as he was only licensed in Greenbrier County.  It was already night time, but Shue reminded Reverend Little that is was a moon lit night and that it was only a few miles down to the Greenbrier County line.  
     I suppose Rev. Little was out of excuses, but he still did not like the idea.  By the time Shue was ready, it was past midnight as they crossed the county line.  The unusual ceremony was on a little remote country road, but once there, Reverend Little again refused to marry the couple, saying the bride was just a child, plus no family or friends of the bride were present or even knew, thus no ceremony took place that night.  
     There are many conflicting stories of who actually married Edward Shue and Zona Heater, however they were soon married after Reverend Little refusal and set up household on Droop Mountain. Some accounts say that Zona was only fifteen, when she married Shue, but with the duration of the marriage and death records, Zona was twenty one.  She may have looked fifteen by her tiny frame, but I believe she was either twenty or twenty one years of age.  There are also conflicting accounts of where they were living when Zona died.  Some accounts say that Zona took up housekeeping with her husband on Droop Mountain after they were married.  Some say that since he was working as a blacksmith for James Crookshanks, he was living west of Lewisburg and near Zona’s family.  This can be debated and I’m sure will be debated for ages, but the tale and trial that lay ahead are the crust of the story.
     Edward and Zona seemed to have a happy household.  She was beautiful, plus she was as madly in love with Shue as during their courtship.  Family and friends knew of Shue’s temper and how he had treated his two previous wives, but again, all seemed normal and happy on the home front. 
     In January 1897, Zona fell ill and was under the care of Dr. J.M. Knapp of Alderson, which tells me that Edward and Zona were living in Richlands, west of Lewisburg.  During her brief illness, Edward was concerned and very attentive to his wife’s needs.    

     On the morning of January 22, Dr. Knapp arrived and found Zona better, but knowing Edward was busy at the blacksmith shop, he asked a neighbor boy to come and help Zona with some of the more strenuous chores around the house.  It was a Saturday and the boy was out of school and particularly did not want to go and help with chores when a leisurely day lied ahead.  

     Around one o’clock that day the boy walked to Zona’s and knocked on the door, but got no answer.  He knew Zona was there, so he began to knock again.  When no one again answered, he discovered the door was unlocked and walked in.  The house was quiet and I suppose strange to the young boy.  He also found it strange when Zona did not answer when he called out her name.  He then walked into what was the dinning room and saw a line of blood on the floor.  He followed the trail of blood a few feet to a closed bedroom door.  He knocked on the door and hearing no reply, he opened the door and walked in.  There on the floor lay Zona and she appeared to be dead, however her eyes were wide open and her facial expression was as if there was a smile on her face.  

      The boy quickly ran back to his aunt’s house and told her that he believed that Zona was dead.  When the word got to Edward that his wife was dead, he let out a cry of agony and raced to his house. Dr. Knapp was summoned and when he arrived, he found Edward had lifted his pretty wife’s body from the floor and placed her on the bed.  He was holding her head in his arms, crying and asking that Zona come back to him.  Edward had also changed his dead wife into a different dress, one with a high collar, and a scarf tied around her neck.
     Dr. Knapp begins the investigation to see if he could determine the cause of death.  And all through the investigation, Edward Shue held his wife’s upper body and refused to allow Dr. Knapp to examine her head.  Finally, the doctor announced the cause of death was an “everlasting faint,” which means heart failure.  
     The next morning Zona’s body was taken to her mother’s home where the burial was to be on Monday.  Although her death was ruled heart failure, Zona’s mother was not happy or comfortable that Edward Shue remained by the body at all times.  Those who stopped by to pay their respects were only allowed to go so close to Zona’s open casket.  Shue did not even allow Zona’s mother to stand close to her deceased daughter.  On Monday after the funeral, her body was taken west to the Dawson area and buried in the family graveyard behind the church.  

     Several days after the funeral, Zona’s mother, Mrs. Heaster was taking a nap and was suddenly awakened from a sound in another room.  Looking in the dark room, she saw Zona standing and looking at her.  She was not only startled, but shocked to see her daughter dressed in the white dress that she died in.  It appeared that Zona was going to speak to her mother, but when Mrs. Heaster reached to take her daughter’s hand, Zona disappeared.  
     Mrs. Heaster began to pray that her daughter would return, and the next night, Zona reappeared and told her mother that Edward Shue had killed her and that she would reappear the following night with details of how she was murdered. 
     Zona appeared again a third and fourth time and told her mother that she did not die of a heart attack, but was murdered by her angry husband and gave Mrs. Heaster the full details.  

     Mrs. Heaster had known in her heart from day one that Edward Shue had murdered her daughter, and was determined to prove it.  She told her neighbors of her daughter appearing and describing the murder, but they sadly saw her as crazy and turned their heads.  The sheriff in Lewisburg offered little support or creditability to such a ridiculous story. 

    A few days later, Zona’s uncle, Johnson Heaster went to talk to Edward about his wife’s death.  Little or nothing was known from the conversation, but the uncle was convinced that something was suspicious about the way his niece had died. 
     The next stop for Mrs. Heaster and the uncle, Johnson Heaster was to see Greenbrier County Prosecuting Attorney, John Preston in Lewisburg.  Preston was a brilliant attorney, and also had heard the crazy, unbelievable story of Zona appearing and talking to her mother.  The uncle told Preston how many of Shue’s neighbors, both in Greenbrier County and Droop Mountain were suspicious of Shue in Zona’s death. 

     Preston began a long conference with Mrs. Heaster and Johnson Heaster, and after a few hours when the talk had ended, one of the most strangest murder trials in history was about to take place. 
     John Preston first talked to Dr. Knapp.  The kind old doctor admitted that his prediction of death by heart failure could have been wrong.  Since that time he too had heard many people say that young Zona did not die of natural causes.  Both agreed to an autopsy that would prove if what the girl had told her mother in reappearing from the grave was true and also cast doubt on a man that many said could have been responsible for his third wife’s death.  

     The following day both Preston and Knapp went to see Edward Shue at the blacksmith site and informed him of the autopsy and ordered him to be present.  Shue was upset and protested anyone digging up his wife and disturbing her eternal sleep, but after awhile Shue agreed to cooperate and accompany them in the investigation.  However, all the way to the site Shue was upset and time after time muttered, “I don’t know why in God’s name they are taking her up for.  They are not going to find anything.”
     Reaching the girl’s grave, Preston asked several local men to help exhume the body.  The coffin was carried to a nearby school house and Shue was told to remain in the building while Dr. Knapp performed the autopsy.  
     Dr. Knapp first began to see if Zona had been poisoned.  For hours and hours the physician worked over the body as Shue whittled with his knife and told everyone that he was innocent.  Then Dr. Knapp made the startling discovery what Mrs. Heaster had said.  Dr. Knapp turned to Edward and said, “Well, Shue, we have found your wife’s neck to be broken.  
     Shue then dropped his head as if to know that his secret had been discovered.  

     Zona’s body was once again placed back in the grave to hopefully rest into eternity.  

     Shue was placed under arrest by Sheriff Hill Nickel.  But before they returned to Lewisburg, they stopped at Shue’s home where the party of men spent the night.  When they awoke the next morning, Shue cheerfully cooked the men breakfast and then announced that he was ready to go to jail.  

     Shue was charged with murder, with no bond and was housed in the Lewisburg jail until the trial began in June.  

     The trial was heard by Judge J.M. McWhorter and John Preston prepared concrete evidence to hopefully convict Shue rather than the story of Zona’s mother.  Shue was represented by James Gardner, a Negro lawyer and the first Negro attorney in the county.  

     When the trial begins, Preston called Dr. Knapp as the first witness.  Knapp told about the girl’s broken neck and explained how it could not have been broken as a suicide attempt.  In cross examination, Knapp explained that he was earlier unable to discover the broken neck because Shue would not allow him to examine his wife’s head area. 
     Other area witnesses testified that Shue was the only person to have caused the fatal blow, and one stated that Shue told him that he may be accused of his wife’s death, but predicted they had nothing to convict him of murder.  

     The defense lost no time in dragging Mrs. Heaster’s dreams to the court. Here are condensed quotes from the actual trial in June 1897.  First is between the defense attorney and Mrs. Heaster. 
Q. “Mrs. Heaster, did you have a dream that aroused your suspicions to lead you to have the body exhumed?”

A. “I had no dream; I was fully awake as I am this moment.” 

Q. “And did you not have a dream or vision that led you to have the body disinterred?”

A.  Well, I was not satisfied that my daughter died of natural causes, so I prayed that she would tell me how she died.  I then saw her and the coffin, but when I touched the coffin, it was not there. She seems hesitant to speak and then she was not there.  The next night after I prayed, she reappeared and talked more freely, the third night she returned and told me the difficulty and how it was occurred and brought about.”
Q. “What was that?”

A. “He came in that night from the shop and seemed angry. I told him supper was ready but he was upset that I had prepared no meat.  I explained that I had bread, apple butter and other good things that would make a good supper. He flew into a rage and came toward me.  When I rose up, he placed both hands on each side of my head and by a sudden wrench dislocated my neck.”
Q. “What else happened?”
A. “Then my daughter went on to describe her home and the surroundings.  When I went on to describe their home to the neighbors, they told me that I could not have been more accurate.”

Q. “And this was not a dream founded on your distressed condition of mind?”

A. “No sir!  I was as wide awake as I ever was.”

Q. “Then if not a dream or dreams, then what do you call it?”

A. “I prayed to the Lord that she may come and tell me what happened?”
Q. “Do you actually think you saw your daughter in the flesh and blood?”

A. “Yes, I do.  When she was about to leave, she turned her head completely around and looked at me as if she wanted me to know everything. The last night she told me that she did all she could do and I am completely satisfied.”

Q. “Now, Mrs. Heaster, don’t you know that these visions were nothing more than four dreams founded upon your distress?”
A. “No, I don’t know it.  I was the only friend that she could tell and have confidence in.  I was the nearest one to her. Shue gave me a ring, but it was not my daughter’s.  I don’t know what dead woman he took it off.  I wanted my daughter’s ring, but he would not let me have it.”
Q. “Mrs. Heaster, are you positively sure there were not four dreams?”

A. “Yes sir.  They were not dreams.  I do not dream when I am wide awake, to be sure.  And I know I saw her right there before me.”

Q. “Are you not considerably superstitious?”

A. “No sir.  I am not.  I was never that way before and I am not now.”

Q. “Do you believe in the scriptures?” 
A.  “Yes sir, I have no reason not to believe in them.”

Q.  “And do you believe that the scriptures contain the Word of God and His Son?”

A.  “Yes sir, I do.  Do you believe it?”

Q. “Now, I would like if I could, for you to say these were dreams and not visions of your daughter in the flesh and blood?”

A. “If I am going to say that, I am going to lie.”
Q. “Then you insist that your daughter actually appeared in flesh and blood before you on four different occasions?”

A. “Yes sir.”

Q. “Did she have any other conversation with others upon the matter of her death?”

A. “Yes sir, some other little things.  Some little things that I have forgotten.  I just wanted the particulars about her death and I got them.”

Q. “When she came, did she touch you?”

A. “Yes, sir, I got up on my elbows and reached out a little farther as I wanted to see if there was a coffin, but there was not.  She was just like she was when she left this world.  It was just after I had gone to bed.  I wanted her to come and talk to me and she did.  This was before the inquest and I told my neighbors.  They said she was exactly as I told them she was.”

Q. “Had you ever seen the premises where your daughter lived before these visions?”

A. “No, sir, I had not.  But I found them exactly like she told me they were.  And never laid eyes on them until after her death. She told me all this before I knew anything about the buildings at all.”

Q. “How long after was it that those interviews with your daughter until you did see the buildings?”
A. “It must have been a month or more after the examination.”

Q. “You said your daughter told you that down by the fence in a rocky place, you would find something.”

A. “She said for me to look, but did not say I would find anything, just for me to look there.”

Q. “Did she tell you what to look for?”

A. “No, sir, she did not.  I was so glad to see her that I forgot to ask.”

Q. “Have you examined the place since?”

A. “Yes, sir, we looked at the fence a little bit, but didn’t find anything.”

     Shue spend nearly a day on the witness stand trying to build a defense for himself.  He talked at length about unimportant events and denied the testimonies of others who took the stand for Zona.  He denied all charges against him.  In closing he shouted his innocence and that God was his witness.  He declared that he loved his late wife dearly and asked the members of the jury to look into his eyes and then say he was guilty.  

     But this man’s desperate attempt to sway the jury failed.  The jury returned in an hour with a verdict of murder in the first degree, but recommended life in prison.
     It was evident that Shue, out of anger broke his wife’s neck with his strong hands.  Some say he did it so he could find another woman more to his liking. The twelve men jury did not fully see eye to eye to the proper verdict.  Most people thought Shue should have received the death penalty.  There were some who wanted to form a mob and lynch Shue.  The one that made media was a mob from Meadow Bluff who on the next morning made the eight mile trip to Lewisburg, to take him from the cell and hang him.  One man from Meadow Bluff, George Harrah heard of their intensions and hurried to Sheriff Nickel’s house to warn him.  The sheriff confronted the mob and some shots were fired, but no one was hit.  After a heated argument, Nickel won and the mob dismantled their plan to lynch Edward Shue.  Meadow Bluff is not far from where Zona was raised. 

     Two days later, Shue was taken to the state prison in Moundsville to serve the remainder of his life behind bars.  Shue died there eight years later in 1905. 
     When I began writing this story, I read many accounts, but knew few people who were still living that knew or remembered this happening.  My Aunt Emily Sydenstricker was only 17 at the time and said she remembered reading the story in the Greenbrier Independent newspaper.  My granddad, Alex was only ten at the time, but did know of Zona’s uncle, Johnson Heaster.  Neither my granddad nor Aunt Emily knew too much or said much about the time.  My granddad, Wilbur Sharp was just five years old when Zona was murdered.  He lived in Marlinton, just north of Droop Mountain, and the story was much more discussed in the Pocahontas town.  It was a popular topic to locals as he grew up.  My grandfather, Wilbur was first to show me the site on Droop Mountain where Shue’s house stood. He referred to it as the Cutlip place.  His belief that once married, Shue and Heaster lived in a small house at the foot of Droop Mountain, on the south side in Greenbrier County, which would have been the site where Edward murdered his wife.  My granddad, Alex however said the site was further south in Spring Creek, near Renick, or the old town of Livesay Mill.  Others said that Livesay Mill was where the black smith shop was where Shue worked, but not where he lived.  So perhaps no one knows all the small details correctly.  The fact is, Shue was from Droop Mountain, Zona was from Richlands, west of Lewisburg, and she was buried near Dawson in western Greenbrier County.  The site where Zona died is not really known.  The house where Zona was raised and her mother saw the visions is still standing and dwelt in today. The house on Droop Mountain is no longer standing.  The big mystery however is, did Zona really appear to her mother and tell the details of her death, or was it a dream, or was Mrs. Heaster just imagining all of this under insanity or distress?  Answers that only God knows.
      The magnitude of this story is, this is the only known trial that a man was convicted of murder from the details of a ghost. 


  
    Come with me in Chapter 22, as I tell you about an old program I found as a boy.  This is Jim Arbuckle and I hope you enjoyed.
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I dedicate this chapter to Dennis Deitz, who for several years talked to me about The Greenbrier Ghost at the State Fair of West Virginia. 

To see some pictures and slideshow of this chapter, go to VIDEOS and click on The Greenbrier Ghost.
