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Ghosts of Galesburg: An Annual Journey Through Time
By Emily DuGranrut, Galesburg Public Library

Galesburg, Illinois, is a city that loves its history. From its 
time as a railroad hub to its many theaters and performance 
venues, the city has a rich history and residents who love to 
reminisce about yesteryear. As a public library, we try to 
cater to that love by providing programming to encourage 
reflection and celebration of the community, including 
historical presentations, genealogy lock-ins, and walking 
tours. One of our most successful programs every year is 
Ghosts of Galesburg, a tour showcasing some of the most 
famous figures in the city’s past at iconic locations.  

Throughout the last 11 years, Ghosts of Galesburg has 
taken on many forms. What began as a traditional ghost 
tour has evolved into a major event. In 2020, we went virtual 
for the first time, giving patrons the opportunity to take 
the tour on their own during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
In 2023, the tour became stationary as we focused on a 
particular community: the Mexican boxcar population of 
Galesburg. You can view the Ghosts of Galesburg 2023 
tour on our YouTube Channel: GalesburgPL. 

History of Ghosts of Galesburg 
A Jack the Ripper walking tour in London inspired the 
first event. When Assistant Director Jane Easterly moved 
to Galesburg, she was amazed at the history of the city. 
She remembered how interesting she found the tour in 
London and wondered if something similar could be done 
in Galesburg. Ghosts of Galesburg was born. Originally, 
the event was conceived as a walking-only tour, but the 
Galesburg Historical Society offered to loan its tram to 
the program, allowing individuals with mobility issues 
to participate.  

It was originally thought that the event would only take 
place once, but attendees clamored for a second event, and 
then an annual event. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the event attracted as many as 300 walkers.  

“One of my favorite memories of Ghosts of Galesburg 
was the year Rossann Baker-Priestley portrayed Carrie 
Nation,” said Easterly. “She was vehemently opposed to 
the drinking of alcohol and was known for attacking 
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Rossann Baker-Priestley as Mother Bickerdyke from the 2021 Ghosts of Galesburg tour. Image taken by Jane Easterly.
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bars with a hatchet. Rossann threw herself into the part, 
marching back and forth in front of a local restaurant 
near the train station while raging against the demon 
liquor. I was at the back of the crowd as we moved on to 
the next ghost at a historic church and noticed a police 
car following us. When I approached the officers, one 
of them asked me doubtfully, ‘We got a call that you are 
holding a rally?’ And I had to explain about Ghosts of 
Galesburg. Now we give the police a heads up each year 
before the event. Another favorite memory was Aron 
Whitehurst acting as the gangster John Dillinger, who 
came to Galesburg for a christening. Aron stood on the 
Corpus Christi Catholic Church steps throwing pennies 
to the crowd.” 

The first tour was an actual ghost walk, visiting places 
that Galesburgers say are haunted. It is now a historical 
event, with actors portraying famous people connected to 
Galesburg and portraying regular community members 
like a couple who exchanged letters during the Civil War.  

Importance of the Event 
Ghosts of Galesburg has become a cornerstone event 
for community engagement and education. By bringing 
to life the stories of historical figures and pivotal moments 
in the city’s history, the event provides a unique experience 
that resonates deeply with participants. As a library, we 
believe this is important to  help foster a sense of connection 
and pride in the city and encourage participants to gain a 
more nuanced understanding of the historical forces that 
have shaped their community.

In addition to its educational impact, Ghosts of Galesburg 
plays a crucial role in the preservation of local history. Each 
year, the event prompts new research into the city’s past, 
often bringing untold stories to light. This contributes to a 
growing repository of historical information. These efforts 
are particularly valuable in a time when many communities 
are losing their historical records to the ravages of time 
and modernization. The archival work associated with 
Ghosts of Galesburg ensures that the history of Galesburg 
is preserved for future generations, maintaining a tangible 
link to the past. 

Gary Mustain as Jonathan Blanchard during the 2021 Ghosts 
of Galesburg tour. Image by Jane Easterly.

The broader implications of Ghosts of Galesburg on 
the community extend beyond mere historical interest. 
The event has become a cultural touchstone, with people 
asking about it months in advance. It draws people from 
all walks of life, and even visitors from other states. 
By highlighting diverse aspects of Galesburg’s history, 
like our focus on women’s suffrage and the Mexican 
boxcar community, the event promotes inclusivity and 
broadens the community’s appreciation of its multicultural 
heritage. 

(Continued on page 22)
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Overall, Ghosts of Galesburg exemplifies how historical 
events can serve as powerful tools for community 
engagement, education, and preservation.  

Ghosts of Galesburg 2023—Boxcar People 
The 2023 edition of Ghosts of Galesburg was themed 
“Boxcar People” and focused on the Mexican boxcar 
population that includes a vibrant yet often overlooked 
segment of Galesburg’s community. During the early 
and middle twentieth century, many Mexican families 
came to Galesburg when they were recruited by the 
railroad companies. They lived in temporary homes in 
boxcars provided by the railroads. These workers played 
a crucial role in the local railroad industry, contributing 
significantly to its growth and sustainability during labor 
shortages. 

We decided to highlight these people in 2023 for 
several reasons. One reason was the desire to illuminate 

underrepresented narratives in Galesburg’s history, 
fostering a greater understanding and appreciation of 
the city’s multicultural past. Another reason was the 
historical relevance of the Mexican boxcar community, 
which highlights the broader themes of migration, labor, 
and integration still pertinent to contemporary discussions 
about identity and community dynamics. By focusing 
on this unique aspect of local history, the event aimed 
to acknowledge and honor the contributions of Mexican 
American families to Galesburg, promoting a more 
inclusive historical narrative. 

In addition to the thematic exploration, the event was 
synchronized with the placement of historical plaques at the 
boxcar camps. These plaques include the names of families 
who lived at the camps, recognizing their commitment 
and work. This initiative by the local community college 
helped physically embed the narrative into the community.  

MIXED MEDIA—Continued 
Matrice Young, Assistant Editor 

Actors from the Ghost of Galesburg 2023 event. Image by Anne Giffey. 
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The specific goals associated with the “Boxcar People” 
theme included educating participants about the 
historical conditions and cultural heritage of the Mexican 
boxcar community, re-engaging local audiences.  

Planning and Preparation 
The success of Ghosts of Galesburg hinges on meticulous 
planning and preparation, which begins months before 
the event. This preparation involves a detailed process of 
selecting which “ghosts” to feature, conducting thorough 
research to ensure historical accuracy, and coordinating 
with actors and local businesses to enhance the experience.

The process of selecting which historical f igures to 
portray is both collaborative and rigorous. Some ghosts 
are repeated from years past, and others are new every 
year. From Charles Walgreen to Burl Ives, the aim is to 
feature a diverse array of figures to reflect the rich tapestry 
of the city’s past. Ghosts of Galesburg 2023’s theme was 
born from a suggestion from community members. Given 
the timing of the placement of the plaques, we thought 
incorporating that aspect of history would be a great tie-in. 

Once the ghosts are selected, we delve into records, 
newspapers, and other archival materials to gather as 
much information as possible about each figure’s life and 
contributions. This research is critical for crafting scripts 
that are not only engaging but historically accurate. 

The coordination with actors is perhaps one of the most 
important aspects of Ghosts of Galesburg. Local actors 
and volunteers from the community portray the figures. 
Usually, family members of the ghosts portray their 
ancestors, including in 2023. Each actor receives a script 
and appropriate costume that ref lects the era of their 
character.  

We partnered with a local restaurant, Taco Hideout, 
near one of the boxcar camps. Jack Perez, a descendant of 

individuals who lived in the camps, owns the restaurant. 
This collaboration integrated the theme and highlighted a 
part of our community, enhancing the cultural atmosphere 
and providing a taste of the heritage being celebrated. 

We also collaborated with Irene Ponce, Luz Schick, and 
Will Schick, who are experts on the topic and contributed 
to research significantly. 

Reception and Feedback 
The 2023 Ghosts of Galesburg was very warmly received, 
reaching participants who had never attended in years 
past. This was not only a welcome development, but 
also valuable information and context for future events. 
Despite the very cold weather, attendees spanning a wide 
range of ages joined in the event. 

Reactions were overwhelmingly positive, with many 
expressing thanks for highlighting and deepening 
appreciation of the city’s heritage. As in years past, 
attendees appreciated the authenticity and depth of the 
actors’ portrayals. 

 Ghosts of Galesburg in the Future 
As we look toward the future, the opportunities for Ghosts 
of Galesburg are immense. In April of 2024, we opened 
a new library, which is closer to Hope Cemetery where 
many of the city’s founders are buried. While we knew this 
already, the Ghosts of Galesburg Mexican boxcar event 
deepened our understanding of the importance of engaging 
storytelling and the power of integrating community 
elements into historical narratives. 

The long-term goals for Ghosts of Galesburg include 
expanding its reach to include more attendees and 
continuing to highlight the diversity of the community. 
While we don’t always have a specific theme, we are 
brainstorming this year’s event already!
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