CHAPTER THREE

THE ENDLESS HOUSE

San Jose, CA

¢s hard to know where San Jose, California, starts, where it ends,
Iand what distinguishes it from the dozens of adjoining small suburbs
that stretch northwest to San Francisco and northeast to Oakland.
The city—if you can call it that—is a labyrinth of repetition, a nonspace,
asubutban blur that spreads northward from the Santa Clara Valley into
two fingers of land: one the San Francisco peninsula, the other the East
Bay. Individual hamlets like Santa Clara, Sunnyvale, and Cupertiho
ovetlap, their individual downtowns long dried up and replaced by shop-

ping malls and office parks that distort any real sense of geography.
Utban sprawl isnt unique to San Jose, of course, but the city has a
Miniatyre allegory of itself in the form of a sprawling, formless Victorian
mansion that sits in its véry centet. If there is a central monument to San
Jose now, it is this labyrinthine, inscrutable house in the heart of the city.
outs leave every twenty minutes, lasting roughly two hours, every day
but Christmas. During the course of the tour guests walk over a mile,
mostly staying inside the house. This is the Winchester Mystery House,
Jiltl,SVtV(i)i}IlnterState 280, facing the ma-jor thoroughfare now named for
ester Boulevard, next to a Cineplex and across the street from
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assive shopping malls. It is what many have called the fhogt haunted
two m

house in the world.

Implacable, anachronistic, unchanging. Holding its secrets with;,

=0 ONON

The basic facts of how the house got star.ted are clear enoygl, L
1862 Sarah Pardee married William Wirt Winchester, the son fay,
cessful shirt manufacturer who would go on tO, found the WincheSter
Repeating Arms Company. Sarah and Wl”lams. only daughter dieq
infancy in 1866, and William died of tuberculosis fifteen years Later,,
1885 the wealthy widow moved to the Santa Clara Valley, wher, o
bought an eight-room farmhouse and began work on enlarging jt |
grew massively; by the time she died in 1922, it had 160 roomg and
sprawled in every direction. At one point it was even larger, but much
it was damaged by the 1906 earthquake, including a seven-story toye
which she never repaired or rebuilt. Many of the rooms remain unf.
ished, as though the builders simply walked off the job the day Sard
Winchester died.

Opened to the public the year after her death, the house became ir
mediately famous, working its way into American culture in unlikel
ways. Author Shirley Jackson grew up not far from San Jose, and ti
mansion features briefly in The Haunting of Hill House: as Dr. John Mo
tague describes the features of Hill House, he claims its builder, Hig
lc':d:zi:;:e“\e);?eaed that Some.day Hill House might becomne a showpl®

inchester House i California.” Ten years later, the WinChe,Stef
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o of paranor mal researchers who Investigate a massive, sprawling maze
o house—Was the closest direct work of his to be based on the Win-
hester house, but one finds traces of it throughout his other work as
el from 'Salem’s Lot to The Shining. And then there’s the artist Jeremy
Blake, who shortly before his suicide produced a trilogy of short films
based on the Winchester house. In them, the facade of the house is
merged with shifting, kaleidoscopic colors, images from 1950s cartoon
Jesterns, and the suburban landscape of San Jose. The effect of the films
s unsettling 1n the extreme as Blake’s wotk draws out a latent forebod-
ingin the Victorian eaves and gables of the house. “There’s the psycho-
pect of the place,” he said at the time, “the neurosis and mad

logical as
logic and creativity all flowing together in this crazy quilt of rooms. It gets

unbelievably twisted.”

Ve’ O)C) '~ )

The legend of the house, which has been told so many times that most
people take its veracity for granted, begins with the death of Sarah Win-
chester’s daughter and husband. Believing her family to be cursed, Win-
chester went to a famous Boston psychic named Adam Coons. During a
séance, Coons told her that her family was being haunted by the ghosts
of all those killed by Winchester rifles, particularly the Native Americans
who had been killed by the “gun that won the West,” and that the only
Way to keep them at bay would be to begin building a house that was
never to be finished, an endless work in progress. And so Winchester
@me to San Jose, bought an eight-room farmhouse, and hired crews to
build onto her house, literally twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week,
for the rest of her life. When she died in 1922, all work immediately
Stopped: rooms were left unfinished, nails were left half driven into walls.
This is the story Stephen King remembers: “At one séance, Sarah Win-
chester asked the medium, ‘When will I die?” ... The medium replied,

(4
h .
en your house is done.”
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St:Ptemb"‘r 5 1922, attended by her improbably named physician, Dr.
g thanasia Meade. |

As compelling as this narrative is, there are several problems with it
People talk of the “staircases” that g0 nowhere, but there’s only one;
most likely an uncorrected architectural mistake. The fascination with
he number thirteen is also a later concoction. No record of 2 Boston
sychic named Adam Coons exists (though Euthanasia Meade was cet-
tainly real), nor is there any definitive evidence that Sarah Winchester
ever visited 2 psychic. The story of the ghosts of the Winchester Rifle’s
victims is almost certainly invention as well. Nor do most people know
that Winchester owned several other spectacularly average homes and
that most of her later years were spent in her home in Atherton, some
miles away, or that she spent very little of the last seventeen years of her
life in the Winchester Mystery House, which she called Llanada Villa
(house on flat land”). The blue room in the center of the house, where
she supposedly conducted séances each night at midnight? This was her
gardener’s bedroom.

Still, questions remain. If this story is mostly, if not entirely, false, then
what is the real story—why is the house so large, why did she keep on
building, and why doesn’t it have any kind of observable order or plan?
Why tell this lie instead of the truth, and why did it take such firm root
in our psyches? How did it come to obliterate nearly all traces of the true

story, and why does it remain so alluring?

q/_%)CN\o

Sarah Lockwood Pardee was born in 1839 in New Haven, Connecticut,
into an upper-middle-class family. (Throughout her life she was called not
Sarah bys Sallie, after her maternal grandmother.) The third-youngest of
six children, al] but one of them gitls, she grew up amid the Golden Age
o*New England industrialism. The wizard Eli Whitney had just moved
his factory to nearby Hamden, and all around New Haven mill towns
like Lowe]| and Lawrence, Massachusetts, thrummed with life. Sarah’s
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Y'iaven from Baltimore in 1845; virtually penniless but determinedw

ake a name for himself. Possessed of an ideal combination of buSin::
+cumen and mechanical understanding, within ten years he had tevey S
his fortunes. Using an innovative design for the production of ey
shirts, he and his business pattner, John Davies, founded the W]inchest:r

rising on the wave of American indug,

Oliver Winchester. He had arriveq laly,

and Davies Shirt Manufacturing Company, which would in a few shor
years transform into a juggetnaut of industry.

From 1850 to 1860, Leonard Pardee, building homes the barons f;,
dustry could now afford, increased his income tenfold, to $15,000 in agey
(roughly a million dollars today). But he had a problem: too many daughtey

in an age when women were mainly thought of as a financial liability. H,
gave his children a strong education—the |
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iver Winchester wanted more involvement in the wat. In 1857
&oug:i,ought the failing Volcanic Repeating Atms Company from Hor-
he hg b and Daniel B. Wesson, two designets who had invented a
m
ace
romising

out the curmb
(smith ,nd Wesson, of course, would found another arms company, beat-

" heit names, that would find a great deal more success.) Winchester
ing ¢t a repeating rifle, a rifle that one could reload in a matter of
econds rather than minutes, could change the landscape of war forevet,
und he was convinced that the U.S. Army needed to adopt it. He took
one of his most valued mechanics from his shirt factory, Benjamin
T Henty, and worked with him to improve on Smith and Wesson’s idea.

Despite its obvious advantages, the resulting Winchester Repeating
Rifle, nicknamed “The Henry,” failed to make an impact on the war.
Some individual soldiers purchased them, but the army never adopted the
rifles wholesale; by the end of the Civil War, repeating rifles made up only
I percent of all weapons used in battle. At the time, William saw his fa-
thet’s venture into weapons as an interesting side project; the real family
fortune still lay in shirts. By then William was the secretary of Win-
chester and Davies, and he and Sarah had built themselves a comfortable
life—one ideally suited for a child. On June 15, 1866, Sarah gave birth to
2 daughter, whom they named Annie, after William’s sister, who had
tecently died in childbirth.

The delivery was fairly uneventful, but almost immediately Annie
seemed to deteriorate before their eyes. A doctor diagnosed her condition
* Matasmus, a deficiency in which the body cannot process calories or
rn"=mf1.facture its own protein. Normally marasmus results from severe mal-
"Wttition, but Annie was not lacking in food; her body simply could not
Process . In an utterly cruel irony in a nation that had recently undergon
Such de tivation, A Y. J o1 y gone
PrOVidePh on, Annie, born to one of the few families well off enough to

1andsomely for their child, was dying of want.
nie Winchester died on July 25, a mete forty days old. William

but as.yet-unsuccessﬁll rifle that could fire multiple shots with-
ersome and complicated reloading process of most rifles.

knew tha
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As the West became increasingly important to the company’s fortunes)

Winchester established offices in Gan Francisco, and in 1870 he sent W
liam and Sarah to the Bay Area to oversee their installation. In portr;,
of the couple taken during that trip, William looks haunted, holloye
out; his eyes hold a haggard allure, fixed deep into the distance. They;
berculosis that plagued him most of his adult life is not quite visible, by
he seems fragile. Sarah, on the othet hand, seems to face the camera hexd
on, even from a three-quarters profile. She exudes, if not beauty, then:

Vltah.ty and a quick-wittedness, an awareness of the world around her anf
a desie to reshape it.
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close relative. By the mid-1880s Sarah Winchester found het family life

decimated’ d
m :
But when she moved to San Jose, she didn't come alone: she came with

(o SISEers and their families. Why San Jose? Sarah and her husband had
visited San F rancisco in the 1870s, and found it quite pleasant but the
real reason has to do with her brother-in-law Homer Sprague’ who in
1885 was 3PP°inted president of Mills College, in Oakland. Whe;l he and
Garah’s sistet Antoinette (Nettie) moved to the Bay Area, both Sarah
und another sistet, [sabelle (Belle) Merriman, and her family all moved
together. In San Jose they would re-form their family, and Sarah, who had
married into money and had the most stable fortune, would build a home
0 house them all.

In those years after the Gold Rush, the San Francisco Bay Area prom-
ed much. San Francisco’s population grew at around 8 percent a year
duting the 1860s and 1870s, from 135,000 people in 1867 to 233,700 in 1880,
and they were still coming in droves, thanks to the railroad. Most came
seeking not gold but the “life-giving Nature” of the West; as one unnamed
physician of the time put it, “Nor is sickness that scoutge of humanity here
to harass and hinder us in our pursuits. The general salubrity of California
has justly become a proverb. The surgeons of San Francisco have remarked

that wounds heal hete with astonishing rapidity, owing, it is supposed, in

a great measure, to the extreme putity of the atmosphere.”

People afflicted with all mannet of disease came to Califo
e told of tubercular cases, or “lung-

healed simply by breathing the
by 1900 one-fourth

rnia, but

consumptives most of all; stories wer
» .
ets,” as they were known, mitaculously

dry, warm air of the West. According to one historian,
of all migrants to California were cuberculosis patients who had come for

their health and ended up staying: And so as Sarah Winchester joined
the disease train to the San Francisco Bay Area, she was followed by her
husband’; killer, the White Plague.

She settled in the small but ambitious rural community of San Jose.
Always in the shadow of its neighbor to the north, San Francisco, San
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istinguish itself. It could |,

Jose by then had begun to l;r)flttc;nd;tgl %Or 4 000, Straddlingotrt 'of i

eat Electric Light TOWerc’1 1\‘/1[; rket streets, the tower was 207 feei m'ter.
section of Saljlta Clara an lamps that provided 24,000 candelag of]| 1;118 ,
PP (?d i Slx:j:orl:c;cby itf light over a mile away. “For the firg :\
:Eeb?ifit:nzn::chan Jose realized that t%ley ha:‘d the wonc'ler o'f the nin:.
teenth century,” the Dai[y Herald proclalmed, that tl.my l.lved in the o
city lighted by electric light, supported l?y a towet, V\’I,hlcl’l like the C°l°ssus
at Rhodes, stood astride her two princ1pa1 streets.” Local COPS Drefe, ;
working the beat around the towet, because migtating ducks woy|( oft
fly into it and fall, electrocuted, dead to the ground, and the COPs coy{
pick up the dead ducks and sell them to restaurants.

Despite this welcoming beacon of progress and light, most peagk
teaching the Santa Clara Valley found a city adrift. “California was a h,
bed that brought humanity to a rapid, monstrous maturity,” the Anngl
California reported in 1855, “like the mammoth vegetables for which it s
celebrated.” People everywhere “lost their brains,” which is to say, they

went insane. Suicides by strychnine and arsenic were common, including

that of 2 woman named Claude Lorraine, who'd lost a sock containing

#500, and a man named Riley, who botched a suicide attempt in Januay
of 1884, told the police he was tired of [if and wanted to die, and apd
gized. for not making a “better jobofit” N ewspapets referred to suicide®
“solving the Great Problem,” a5 in the headline that ran in the July 3

at Mills Co”ege ended 3l
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to San Francisco, leaving opn :
" s dopted. The godl ogfbui[);l it:elr daughter Marion, whom
Garah &7 £ milies ended al ' ‘g a great house for herself and
her sibling® 2™ most immediately,
And yet Wu?cheste.r k?Pt building, She initially hired at least two
chitects but quickly dismissed them, preferring to do most of the work
bet elf Most of what we know about her building methods come from
o SULVIVING letters written to her sister-in-law Hannah Jane (Jennie)
Bennett i 1898. They speak not of a madwoman beset by spirits but of a
Joman experimenting with the construction and design of her house. “I
,m constantly having to make an upheaval for some reason,” she writes
on June IL. “For instance, my upper hall which leads to the sleeping apart-
ment was rendered so unexpectedly dark by a little addition that after a
numbet of people had missed their footing on the stairs I decided that
safety demanded something to be done so, over a year ago, I took out
wall and put in a skylight.” Despite what you're told on a tour of the
house, she did not employ wotkets twenty-four hours a day, seven days a
week; when she found that the plaster she wanted couldn’t be set in the
heat of summer, she dismissed her workmen in order to wait for cooler
weather, and she writes, “then I became rather worn and tired out and
dismissed all the workmen to take such rest as I might through the
winter.” Her fatigue is a constant refrain. “If I did not get so easily tired
out I should hurry up things more than I do,” she wrote, “but I think it
is better to ‘go slow’ than to use myself up. Just having the furnace man
here and going over all the details with him used me up completely for a
day or s0.?
There’s 4 passive-aggressive quality to Winchestet’s building: she was
Rominally getting her house ready to entertain guests, particularly. family
om New Haven, who were accustomed to houses of a certain size, but

then continually begged off guests under the pretense that the house was
Never quite done, I hope some day to get 50 situated that I shall feel that

it - e i invi to visit me,”
would not be an imposition on my friends to invite them .

s ' r house.
©52ys, more than ten years after she began improvements on her house
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ing her family and became a.n . unt.:O itSeli Wehare 70t sed ey
Sarah Winchester as an architectural pioneer, but she was, A:t the i, hE
began wotk on her house, most would have seen the phrase “y, g
tect” as a contradiction in terms. Perhaps the most famous femala arcl
of the eatly twentieth century, Julia Morgan, had not yet applied ¢, B

des Beaux-Arts, in Paris. When she did, in 1897, the school hag only,,
cently begun allowing female applicants. Particularly recalcitran Was
architecture school: Morgan had to apply three times before they were il
ing to admit a woman. The second time she nearly made it, but acgy

to one judge her score was lowered because “they did not want to encourgy
young girls.” Morgan would go on to define the architecture of the Sy
Francisco Bay Area in the first half of the twentieth century before being
hired by William Randolph Hearst to desigh many of his buildings, indu

ing, ultimately, Hearst Castle in San Simeon, California.

b
haritable, way of looking at the hOUSe, An

It’s tempting to compare Winchester’s house to Morgan’s work—tw
female architects at the dawn of the twentieth century. But the tendeng
to judge the house by other architectural models or too closely throught
lens of its creator is to misg the thing itself. Without any overall or gffmd
design, without any intention of a unified effect, the Winchester mans®
sprawls and flops in a dogen different directions, moving like coral
Its aesthetic, its beauty, is precisely in its lawlessness, The house is, in3 "
a form of automatic writing, a stream of consciousness made spatial'

. . . . ' he
.For many visitors this is a0 what makes the house so unsetdmg‘T
Winchester house can feel endless

the outside, Th
and you find j¢
(OHIY from an 3

Y !
se , much larger on the inside than 11 Se,
l'S Is something you find in Shitley Jackson’s Hill F o
in the disorienting space of Disney’s Haunted Maﬂs'd

Cy i
etial view dq you understand that nearly all of the’
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ature secret passageways,

| uding the estate in H. P.
Lovectaft’s “The Rats in the Walls.” If houges are supposed to be places

of security, then most terrifying is the idea that they might go on forever,
that they might be labyrinths,

But this isn’t the only reason the Winchester house has captured the
imagination of so many. Add to this another kind of haunting, the one
popularized by Charles Dickens in his 1861 novel Great Expectations, a
novel involving the spinster Miss Havisham, living alone with a young girl
named Estella in a massive mansion. Everything in her house is frozen in

o the sense that the tiny mansion you enter goes o
disturbingly endless house Appears tepeatedly in ho
House of Usher to the €ponymous structyre jn
House of Leaves, built elegantly around ¢he unset
in question 1S slightly larger inside than it i oy
nothing of the numerous gothic novels that e
where the endlessness isn’t supernatural, inc|

time: place settings are covered in cobwebs and dust, but readied as though

at any moment the dinner party might begin again. As Pip tells us,

[ began to understand that everything in the room had
stopped, like the watch and the clock, a long time ago. I
noticed that Miss Havisham put down the jewel exactly on
the spot from which she had taken it up. As Estella dealt the
cards, I glanced at the dressing-table again, and saw that the
shoe upon it, once white, now yellow, had never been worn. I
glanced down at the foot from which the shoe was absent, and
saw that the silk stocking on it, once white, now yellow, ha'd
been trodden ragged. Without this arrest of everything, t-h1s
standing still of all the pale decayed objects, not even the with-
eted bridal dress on the collapsed form could have looked so

like grave-clothes, or the long veil so like a shroud.
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On Friday, March 29, 1895, an unsigned article titled “Stl‘al‘.lge Story: 4
Woman Who Thinks She'll Die When Her House Is Built” was pib
lished in the San Jose Daily News, with the subheading “A Magnifie,
Mansion on the Saratoga Road Near San Jose—A Maze of Turrets an
Towets” The legend of Sarah Winchester, widow in perpetual moutning
superstitious kook whose wealth was squandered in a deluded quest t
keep the spirits at bay, truly originates here.

“The first view of the house fills one with surprises,” the article pro
claims. “You mechanically rub your eyes to assure yourself that the num
ber of the turrets is not an illusion, they are so fantastic and dream-like.
But nearer approach reveals others and others and still others.” With2

mixture of wonder and a tinge of horror, the anonymous Dasly News wiitt!
taps directly into the idea that the house may literally be endless:

How it is possible to build on ap already apparently finished

s and every roof is elaborated
to a dome,
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from there, the article gets down to business,

Ten years ago the handsome residence was apparently ready
for occUpancy; but improvements and additions are constantly
being made, for the reason, it is said, that the owner of the
house believes that when it is entirely completed, she will die.
This superstition has resulted in the construction of a maze of
domes, turrets, cupolas and towers, covering territory enough
for a castle. Although no part of the structure is over two
stories high, the house is large enough to shelter an army.

As the article continues, it lays out the story that has come to be associated
yith Sarah Winchester, which has remained almost entirely unchanged in

over a century.

As fast as new rooms are finished—and they are all made
with the very latest and most modetn of accessories—they are
furnished with the utmost elegance and closed, to be used
hatdly at all. Mrs. Winchester and her niece live alone in the
great residence, and its doors are closed to all but a few. The
tap, tap, tapping of the carpenters’ hammers never disturbs
them in their many and luxurious quarters, which are far re-
moved from the sound as if it were somebody else’s house that

was being built.

Here one finds, arising almost ex nibilo, the entire mythology all at

°nce: A building somewhat anachronistic, no longer fully in use. A
"oman, artested in time, living in the past, unable to move forward and

rejof :
9oin the stream of humanity. A house that never ends, that’s built as a

abyri , i .
yeinth, that js uncanny in the way it uses familiar domestic elements

While uPending them in a strange, discomfiting way.
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d to a depression that would be eclipsed only by the Grey g‘:
woulc‘i lea t}(: a Es By 1895 unemployment had gone from 4 pe, -
Prem:zar(:f-tt;ezaw;re more than 500 bank failures anc.i 1,600 busineSS
:iliies. I—ienry Adams saw the panic of 1893 as a conspiracy frop, Wy

Street, by that “datk, mysterious, crafty, wicked, ia[zfli:)uS, aclir?d tytannig
power to rob and oppress and enslave t.h.e p(fop e. “cccTr ingtoH
Robinson, the editor of Railway Age, writing in 1895, “It is probably s
to say that in no civilized countty in this century, not actually in ¢,
throes of war or open insurrection, has society been so disorganized g i
was in the United States during the first half of 184; never was humay

life held so cheap; never did the constituted authorities appear so incon.
petent to enforce respect for the law.”

In this context of social upheaval, in a city like San Jose, already teetering
on the edge, we find Sarah Winchester—a recluse, a woman, someone v
gave to charity but did so anonymously, who had no rea| social circle to stand
up for her. She made an easy target, and the slurg of insanity, the echoesd
Miss Havisham and her

1 . own pathological mourning—these things d
clung to Sarah Winchester because she appeared to those around het a2
gaudy reminder of the haves versys

the have-nots, She was the percent, and

*On, any other strycry,

€, none of thege gy o in th
: tories w e1n
way. Sarahy Winchegters house js . gelled qui

. . ' r
. UNique not becayse of its architecture®
ations for jtg o
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» The article quoted an “acquaintance” of Sarah Winchester’s, who
l:{lbl antly that the “story about Mrs. Winchester being superstitious, and
leving that she is going to die when the house, or rather all additions are
pleted is all nonsense. She is not superstitious, but is an unusually sen-
slbl oman. She has erected a magnificent home. She has made many
Lovements on the first plans. It may be that building is a fad with her,
ndifits, she is able to satisfy it, for she is a woman of ample means.” This
aquAIntance; not satisfied, went on quite pointedly:
We are constantly inviting people of wealth to locate in Santa
Clara valley. Mrs. Winchester is one of the most desirable
settlers we have ever had. If people who come here with for-
tunes are inclined to spend it, I do not think it is wise to cit-
culate reports that they are “cranks” merely because they do
not get “thick” with the neighbors. . . . Mrs. Winchester is a
lady of refinement and culture. . . . If she wants to build a
castle on her premises near Campbell, she should be permitted
to do so without ascribing her motives to foolish superstitions.
If people of wealth who settle in Santa Clara are to be ridi-
culed when they spend their money lavishly, we might as well
put up the bars. . . . After awhile the lady might not want to
have a nail driven about the place for fear that someone would
tun off to a newspaper with a cock-and-bull story. This would
be the means of preventing the circulation of a large amount
of money among builders and furnishers and that is why we
encourage people of wealth to locate in Santa Clara valley. We
Want industries developed, improvements made and this valley

bealutlﬁecl
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€ article was indeed a corrective to the urban legends of the recly-
i

nchester but it was curiously couched in the language of civic in-
en

L, » e0couraging the wealthy to relocate to the Santa Clara Valley.
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k of a rich, mentally unstable wido, Ot
investment. The story of S aral W 1:
fle that “won the Weg» I.

)

ssets were sold off one by ¢y,

merous real estate
houses and vast plots of land she oy

house itself was; according to by

value.” Gargantuan, sprawling
hless: too odd, idiosn

After her death, her nu
Of all her holdings, including the
throughout the valley, the Winchestet
lawyer Samuel Leib, “appraised as of no

beautiful, as salable real estate the house was wort
cratic, lavish, and useless to be sold to anothet buyer. At an auction of the

propetty, 1o one bought it; the only interested party was a man name
John H. Brown, who Jidn't have the money to buy the house but offere

to lease it, with an option to buy it later.
Brown had come a long way: from an amuse

cal Beach Resort on the Canadian side of Lake Erie. Thete he hadir
vented one of the eatliest roller coastets: a ten-mile-an-hour ride called th
Backety-Back, which in June 190 had killed a woman who'd someho
been thrown from its slow-moving car. Brown relocated his family ©0 Cab

fornia, where he heard of the Winchester house and the rumors regafdi“g
« house 0

histor”

ment patk called the Crys

its construction. Among Crystal Beach’s other attractions was
nl\ldystery” that Brown had seen draw large crowds. According to
Briifnjiﬁfiifﬁ’ :ho put together a biography of Winchestet "
them, buildin s mythalog, of the Winchester house and reinE”"
toward Americga’ mythology around it and offering tours. As atti® e
P ;ew\:;ti:alrld expaflsio.n and manifest destiny chang? 4,50,
that had killed untold IC\T :tsit:: :ﬂe er the tour, now emphasized a5 the ‘
the widow who'd profited from trlr:encans, all of whom were ¥ i Jes
e murder weapon. As with the 7

Plantati _
ation, vengeful American Indians have loomed large in che scif”.

Amon
those : ;
g who took a tour in those first years was Harty ol
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o had spent' mucf.l of his professional career by that point debunking

syehics and d1sprov1r'1g SuPernatural phenomena. Yet when he got to the
Winchester house, his attitude seemed to change completely. After his
Jisit, he did not SPef"k of the folly of superstition or of Winchester being
a2y OF duped by disreputable psychics. After repeating the story that by
et had been accepted as gospel, Houdini went on: “The whole thing is
beautifully inlaid because the woman wants the workmen to take plenty
o time. Never was there such a marvelous place”

After the great debunker gave his seal of approval to the tourist attraction
that Sarah Winchester’s house had become, its business grew steadily. Over
the years her former employees and friends made attempts to correct her story;
when she died, Leib’s son and business partner Roy commented that she was
“s sane and clear headed a woman as I have ever known, and she had a better
grasp of business and financial affairs than most men.” Testimony from her
many employees over the years mattered little, though; what mattered, then
a2s now, was the story that taps into those larger social and cultural trends,
petfectly embodied by such an architecturally unsettling house.

The legend of Sarah Winchester depends on a cultural uneasiness to
which we don’t always like to admit. An uneasiness about women living
alone, withdrawn from society, for one. An uneasiness about wealth and
the way the supertich live among us. And, pethaps largest of all, an un-
easiness about the gun that won the West and the violence white Ameri-
ans cartied out in the name of civilization.

These may be unconnected anxieties, but they’re brought together in
this story of a rich woman alone, haunted by the American Indians killed
?vith her father-in-law’s gun. Itsa compelling story, perhaps, because it’s one
" which Sarah Winchester is punished for these transgressions—dtiven
"ad by guile, unable to join society, her money wasted and misspent. Win-
“ester hergelf had little documented guilt about the role of the rifle in

etican history, but we've projected shame on her nonetheless, as though
" a0 quarantine such thoughts in the mind of sofmeone long dead so the
5t of s can g0 about our days unburdened, enjoying the California sun.



