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ZHA Mission Statement 
The mission of the Zephyrhills Historical Association is to research, gather, and share local historical information with all 
generations, through our literature, programs, and scholarships, and to volunteer assistance to the Zephyrhills Depot Museum and 
WWII Barracks Museum. 

 

The next Zephyrhills Historical Association meeting will be held on Tuesday, January 3rd in the 
meeting room of the Zephyrhills Public Library, 5347 8th Street. The business meeting is 
scheduled for 5:30 p.m. and the program is at 6 p.m.  Refreshments include drinks, which are 
provided, and food brought in to share by members.  
 

Speakers 

Our presentation in January will most likely be a pictorial one. It was not completely confirmed 
at press time. Please remember that I am forced to get the newsletter ready a bit earlier in the 
month of December in order to print copies at Raymond B. Stewart Middle School before the 
students go on winter break. Either Louie Holt will show another set of pictures from our 
archive, or Clereen will show pictures from her trip two summers ago. She has these on the 
ready in case we need her. I was particularly interested in seeing her pictures at the Andy 
Griffith Museum. I have not been in contact with Louie as of the time of this writing, so I can’t 
say for sure at the moment which presentation we will have. Come and be surprised! 
 

From the Desk of the Editor 
Membership and Advertising 

It’s time again to ask for your monetary support in regard to our organization and this 
newsletter. Dues are $15 per year, advertising for members is $15 (non-members is $25), 
Boardwalk Booster is $5, and contributions to the scholarship fund are welcome in any amount. 
If you are renewing and nothing has changed you can simply mail your check to me or bring it to 
a meeting. If something is different you are welcome to send me an email to keep the records 
straight. Thanks in advance. 

 

 Tuesday, January 24th, is our next Give-Back Scholarship Fundraiser 
at Sergio’s Italian Restaurant on West 54 in Zephyrhills.  

We are meeting at 4 p.m. on that day. 
Contact Patty Thompson (813-780-8559 – pattycakeclown1@aol.com) for information. 

 

 

 
Jeff Miller 

Pasco County Historian 

For a walk down memory lane visit 

www.fivay.org 

Please consider contributing old photos for the 

website. 

My email address is on the opening page 

 

mailto:pattycakeclown1@aol.com
http://www.fivay.org/
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From the Desk of the Editor — Lake Weir and Ma Barker 

I was recently contacted by Jean Murphy, a lady who is a bit of an institution in this community and 
familiar to many of you. She wanted to pass along an article about Ma Barker’s house on Lake Weir, which 
was the site of the longest gun battle in FBI history. More about that in a moment, but Jean wanted me to 
have it because she knew it would be special to me. Our families were always close as I was growing up, 
and we used to vacation together on Lake Weir each summer. For most of the fifties we stayed at Cobb’s 
Cottages, which was just down the lake from the famous Barker house. I remember my daddy pointing 
the house out to me while we were fishing. She sent along some pictures as well. This doesn’t have much 
to do with Zephyrhills history, but I hope you’ll allow me some flexibility here in presenting some 
personal history and reflections. 

  
Ghostly warning: Dead gangster Ma Barker doesn't want her house moved 

by Lane DeGregory 
Tampa Bay Times – October 18, 2016 

OCKLAWAHA — He called the newsroom with a warning: They can't move that   
house. 

"I'm worried something terrible is going to happen," the man said in a thick New York 
accent. "I have to warn somebody." 

Then he told me a ghost story. 

His name is Donald J. Weiss. He's a 62-year-old retired police patrolman from upstate New York. He had 
moved to Ocala several years ago and visited the house where gangster Ma Barker had been killed. He 
had wanted to see the site of the longest shootout in FBI history: four hours, more than 2,000   bullets. 

But when he wandered beneath the live oaks, a voice growled, "Get outta here, lawman!" And when he 
took a photo of the front porch, a shadowy figure appeared. 

"That woman is still in that house," he told me. "And she's pissed." 

He gave the photo to the Marion County Sheriff's Office because he wanted to enter it into evidence and 
because bad things started happening as soon as he had blown up the print. "I had a heart attack," he said. 
"You think that's a coincidence?" 

The property has been sold, he told me. County officials want to move the   house. 

"They have no idea who or what is in there," Weiss said. "That woman has the power to do a lot of things. 
We are dealing with the afterworld here." 

I thanked the caller for his concern. "When are they moving it?" I asked. 

He paused, as if to make a point, then said gravely, "By Halloween." 

Reporters get a lot of crazy calls. Many might have dismissed this one. But I knew this house, and so did 
my photographer friend John Pendygraft. 

"Hey John," I called across the cubicle wall. "Do you remember that story we did on the Ma Barker 
house?" John's eyes got big. "Do you remember what happened?" 
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Our story four years ago had been about real estate: historic home for sale on nine waterfront acres, eight 
miles north of the Villages, two hours from Tampa. And about the gangsters who hid out there until the 
end. 

We had toured the four-bedroom house with a Realtor, whose assistant shivered and said, "I get the 
weirdest feeling when I'm in here." We had reported rumors about flickering lights and an unsuccessful   
exorcism. 

But we hadn't written about what had happened to John. Or what he saw when he enlarged one of his 
pictures. 

John has worked in war zones in Afghanistan and the Gaza Strip. He has photographed the dead from an 
Asian tsunami, a Mexican assassination and Hurricane Katrina. If he ever is scared, he won't show   it. 

That fall day in 2012, in the Ma Barker house, he had gone alone into the front bedroom to take pictures 
through the window, looking out toward the lake where the FBI agents had crouched behind   trees. 

All of a sudden, John rushed out, cameras, lights, tripod flapping over his shoulders, nearly sliding down 
the 13 stairs. "I don't know what happened, or what that was," he panted. He heard the mattress fall, then 
saw it, dangling through the bed frame. "I didn't touch it," he insisted. 

We left that afternoon, as dusk began to descend. From beneath the Spanish moss, John shot a few final 
frames. The next day, when he zoomed in on his laptop, he saw a strange figure on the screened porch: 
The silhouette of a stout woman with a bun, who looked like 
she was holding a machine   gun. 

Her story starts in Missouri, in 1873. Her parents named her 
Arizona Donnie Clark. She and a farmhand, George Barker, 
had four sons. As soon as the boys were grown, her husband   
left. 

Legends vary about Ma Barker's role in her boys' gang. Some 
say she just cooked and cleaned. Others say she was the 
mastermind. 

They began by robbing banks, then murdered a policeman. 
From 1910 through 1930, they are said to have stolen $2 
million. And killed at least 10 people. 

The FBI's first director, J. Edgar Hoover, called them "the worst criminals in the entire country." Ma 
Barker became the only woman to top the most wanted list. 

In 1934, the gang split and went into hiding. One son fled to Chicago. Ma and her favorite son, baby 
Freddie, moved to Miami where, posing as a wealthy widow, she asked if anyone knew a secluded spot 
where she could spend the winter. 

Someone introduced her to Carson Bradford, whose family had a lovely home in the center of Florida, on 
Lake Weir. 

The house sounded perfect: fully furnished, set back from the road, with a boat tethered to a dock out 
back. Ma paid the full season's rent in cash. Just before Thanksgiving, she moved in with Freddie and a 
couple of his friends. 
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In a letter to her son Arthur in Chicago, she drew a map of the lake and circled the closest town, Ocala. She 
mailed it from Ocklawaha's little post  office. 

FBI agents found Arthur the following January, and with him, the letter, which led them to Ma's hideout. 

In the predawn darkness on Jan. 16, 1935, a dozen officers pointed their guns at the upstairs windows. 
"This is the FBI," an officer shouted, according to an agency report. "You are surrounded." 

Some say the gun battle lasted as long as six 
hours. 

When it was over, they found Freddie, 32, shot in 
the back of his head. Ma, 63, was curled on the 
floor, cradling her Tommy gun. That day, Hoover 
said, marked "the end of an era of violence." 

For nine months, the corpses lay unclaimed. 
Finally, a relative moved them closer to   home. 

But some say Ma still inhabits that two-story, 
cream-colored house with forest green shutters. 
The cop on the phone, my friend the 
photographer, the former and current owner all 
saw, heard or felt …   something. 

But how do you report a ghost story? 

I started with the Marion County Sheriff's Office and that "evidence" photo the retired cop mentioned on 
the phone. Lt. Dave Redmond remembered some man bringing in the photo, but the deputy hadn't seen 
anything in it. 

Records only go back to 1990, said department spokeswoman Lauren Lettelier. "But since then, there 
have been no reports of hauntings at that house." 

I talked to Carson Good, 47, the great-grandson of the man who built the house. He has memories of 
swimming and sailing in the lake. And of countless sleepless nights, cringing in the dark. "I'm not a big 
believer of ghosts, but I heard a lot of sounds in that house," he said. "Voices. Furniture moving. People 
walking up and down the wooden stairs." 

His grandmother didn't like to talk about it, but she often heard spirits stirring. Years ago, he said, a 
psychic from Cassadaga held a séance at the house and convinced the ghost of Freddie Barker to move on. 
But the medium said Ma refused to move. 

Good and his family sold the property for $750,000 and donated the house to the county, which hired a 
contractor to lift the home off its foundation and float it across Lake Weir to a park called Carney Island. 
County commissioners allocated $270,000 for the move. Private donations and fundraising will finance 
the museum.  

County tax collector George Albright, who grew up next to the storied house, envisions an homage to the 
early days   of the FBI, as agents set out to capture notorious gangsters like "Baby Face" Nelson, "Pretty 
Boy" Floyd, Bonnie and Clyde and, of course, the infamous Barker gang. 

"We've already had calls from people asking about ghost tours. If they want something like that, or to hold 
séances, we'll look into that," said the tax collector, "as a revenue source." 
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Some say the gang buried Mason jars filled with cash along the lake. Local children used to spend 
summers digging for the treasure, but came up with shovels full of  sand. 

As soon as the home is removed, before the new 
owner closes on the land, the tax collector plans to 
bring in a team with ground-penetrating radar to 
scan the  soil. 

"Let's hope she's a friendly ghost," he said. 

On a gray Wednesday in October, more than 81 
years after the shootout, John and I returned to the 
scene. The house already had been lifted on jacks. 
The screened porch was gone; workers were 
carrying out lamps. A true-crime novelist was 
parked in an SUV, taking  pictures. 

Like John, he swore he had seen a face in a window. 

"I think whatever's in there doesn't want us to come in," said Tony Stewart, who had driven from Indiana 
to see the house in its original setting. "And it won't come out." 

We had told the retired cop that we would meet him later. The tax collector didn't want anyone else at the 
construction site. But Weiss pulled up in his white Cadillac, quaking in his tasseled loafers. 

"This is where their bodies were. They dragged 'em right down this driveway," said Weiss, clasping his 
arms across his chest. "She's not at rest. She will never leave this property." 

He has felt this before, he said. "I sense spirits." 

The first time was in 1992, just before Christmas. He was on patrol in White Plains, N.Y., resting in his car 
between calls, when he had a vision of a sad teenage boy: long hair, pale, with a pug nose. Two days later, 
he was sent to a home where a teenage boy had hanged himself. "The same boy I'd   seen." 

It happened again, Weiss said, when he was working the late shift. He had parked on a deserted road 
beside a farm when he felt the presence of two distraught men, one much older than the other. He 
couldn't see their faces, only outlines. "But I could smell their stench," he said. Later, he found out that the 
farmer who had lived there had shot his son, then himself. "They were letting me know they were still   
there." 

He didn't tell his cop friends. "They'd think I was crazy." 

Now, Weiss paced the property slowly, shaking his head, digging in the sandy dirt, pulling back bark on 
the tallest trees. "The agents were here, aiming there. Look! There's a bullet hole." He peered more closely 
at the trunk. "Or maybe it's an ant hole." He told some construction workers about his concerns. They 
smiled and said they hadn't noticed anything spooky. 

"That woman is pure evil. She's right here, right now. She's angry. If they move her house, she's going to 
wreak havoc." He pulled out his keys, headed for his car. Then turned back to the house. 

"I'm sorry!" he called to where the front porch had been. "I didn't mean any disrespect." 

On Thursday morning, the old house floated across Lake Weir on a barge, and was towed to its new 
resting place on Carney Island. No one knows whether Ma Barker's ghost moved with it. 
 
 

 

In Memory of 
 

Ryals Furniture Exchange 
And Great Parents 

Powell & Maude Ryals 
 

From son James 
 

God Bless America 
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From the Desk of the Editor — Lake Weir Reflections 

  

Jean Murphy & Ellene Pricher Alan Murphy & Sandy Pricher 

  
Norm Pricher Otis M. Pricher 

  
Sandy Pricher, Lynn Murphy, & Jerry Pricher Jerry Pricher & Lynn Murphy 

 
The top four pictures are from the Ocklawaha side of Lake Weir (Cobb’s Cottages). The bottom two 
pictures are from Eaton’s Beach, on the Weirsdale side of the lake. Obviously, the Pricher-Murphy 
vacations were mostly about the fish! 
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ZHA December Pictures 
 

Decorating Oregon Tree at Florida Hospital Zephyrhills on December 4th  
Christmas Party at Wedgewood Manor on December 8th 

  
 
 
Jerry Pricher (front), 
George Boone,  
Clereen Brunty,  
Anna Boone,  
Margie Partain, 
Rod Rehrig,  
Penny & Bob Porter, 
Patty Thompson 
 
Missing in photo:  
Carol Rehrig,  
Sharon Reisman  
and Art Besinger 
 

 

 
 

  
   

               Door Prize Winners 
 

 
Members Present 

Seated: Bob Porter, Penny Porter, Maryhelen Clague, Bill Kustes 
Standing: Clereen Brunty, Jerry Pricher, Polly Gill, Margie Partain, Patty Thompson,  

Anna Boone, Carol Rehrig, Rod Rehrig, Emilie Mastin, Andy Nagy, George Boone 
 


