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    This book is dedicated to the ghosts that haunt the Shenandoah Valley and remind us of past suffering.  If we listen to their stories, perhaps we can use them as a vehicle to move towards a kinder and more humane future.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "I confess my feelings are hurt and my humanity shocked by the unbounded thirst of our people after Lands they cannot cultivate, and the means they use to possess themselves of those that belong to others.  An Indian has his National Rights as well as a White man."  
Benjamin Harrison,  (Documenting the American South, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill Library. Visited 1/2024)
… when your children's children shall think themselves alone in the field, the store, the shop, upon the highway or in the silence of the woods they will not be alone. In all the earth there is no place dedicated to solitude. At night, when the streets of your cities and villages shall be silent, and you think them deserted, they will throng with the returning hosts that once filled and still love this beautiful land. The White Man will never be alone. Let him be just and deal kindly with my people, for the dead are not altogether powerless.
Speech of Chief Seattle, 1854 Speech
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This is a work of fiction, a murder mystery told in the context of local history and lore.  Historical figures and events are woven together with those that are completely imaginary.  All of the modern characters are entirely fictional and so any resemblance to living persons is entirely coincidental and unintentional.  I do not profess to be an expert in Native American history, archaeology, or culture so if I have erred, please understand that no disrespect is intended. The Native American site in the story does not exist, although the Senseny Mill and nearby Indian Trail are mentioned in the Middletown Historic District application.​[1]  Some of the other places mentioned in this book are real and wonderful to visit. These include:


Blandy Experimental Farm and State Arboretum of Virginia (https://blandy.virginia.edu/)

Cool Spring River Campus of Shenandoah University (https://www.su.edu/cool-spring/)

Monacan Indian Nation Museum, Amherst, Virginia (https://www.monacannation.gov/museum.html)

Shenandoah National Park (https://www.nps.gov/shen/)

Strasburg Museum, Strasburg, Virginia (https://www.strasburgmuseum.org/)




This book explores the plight of displaced peoples, a theme that resonates today as the number of global migrants continues to increase.  As of this writing, the total is estimated to approach 4% of the human population.​[2]  Despite the fact that many cultures have migration as part of their own heritage, people still construct all kinds of social and legal barriers to prevent acceptance of their fellow human beings.

I don't believe in ghosts myself, but I do believe their stories persist for a reason. The tales in this book are meant to engage readers in thinking about the past and invite them to reflect on how past injustices echo in present events.  

A portion of the proceeds from this book will be donated to Shenandoah University scholarships. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

​Acknowledgements


[image: image]


Many thanks to my mother, Anne Jones, and my husband, William Marchant for their assistance and support in preparing this book.  Any mistakes are down to me alone.

The footnotes refer to real documents and publications for the reader who wants to pursue the story behind the story.  Any inaccuracies or embroideries of the truth are either my error or my writer's imagination at play. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

​No AI Training Statement


[image: image]


Without in any way limiting the author’s and publisher’s exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

​

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

​Chapter 1 Wednesday, 6/11: The Hollow Folk 
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I am such a pushover.  Not only had I allowed myself to get roped into working on a local archaeological project, but here I was, less than a week from the start of the summer session, sitting in my den/office preparing an online seminar in Virginia History.  I had been looking forward to a lazy summer–hiking, kayaking, and indulging in my favorite pastime, writing ghost stories–and yet here I was, my nose super-glued back to the grindstone.  Not for the first time, I told myself that I am my own worst enemy.

I had decided to have the class focus on the story of the creation of Shenandoah National Park.  The park is arguably a glorious national treasure, with its scenic Skyline Drive weaving through the mountains, spectacular waterfalls and majestic overlooks, and it was wonderful that so much land was preserved for native wildlife and forests.  In many respects, it was a conservation success story, but the story of its establishment was not a pretty one.  Not a pretty one at all.  And there were themes of injustice that resonate today, although I would let the students discover and judge those for themselves.  I took a few minutes to reread the notes for the first lecture I had begun to draft.

––––––––
[image: image]



Has anyone heard the story of how Shenandoah National Park was created?  Virginia politician Harry F. Byrd, businessman William E. Carson, resort owner George Freeman Pollock, and real estate developer L. Ferdinand Zerkel were the prime movers in passing the legislation needed to acquire the land.  In the 1930s, at the height of the Great Depression, many hundreds of families,​[3] comprising thousands of people, were forcibly “relocated” to create Shenandoah National Park. The inhabitants of the region were descended mostly from European colonists, but also included some of Native American descent, African Americans, as well as families of Civil War refugees. A report written by teacher and social worker Miriam Sizer, later thoroughly discredited and disproved through documentary and archaeological evidence, was used to help justify removing people from their property.  Although there is some indication that Sizer was sympathetic with the plight of the mountain folk, her report painted them as backward, impoverished, inbred, uneducated, starving, and cut off from mainstream society despite the contemporary evidence to the contrary.  And I’ll have you do some reading that will put the Sizer report in the broader context of the eugenics movement in the first half of the 20th century so that you can see the process by which some of the descendants of the Mountain People were even institutionalized and forcibly sterilized.​[4]



We’ll start by looking at the early history of the park and the people who were instrumental in its creation.  We’ll look at their motivations and the processes they used to acquire the land.  Then we’ll do an in depth examination of the Corbin, Nicholson and Weakly Hollows settlements that were located below the iconic Old Rag Mountain on the eastern side of the Blue Ridge Mountains to understand what life was like there for the Mountain People.​[5]  Just to give you a preview: Weakly Hollow had its own post office, school, and two churches.​[6]  While most of the residents were farmers, raising livestock, and growing vegetables and apples, other industries included mining, mills, tanneries, and lumber yards.​[7]  Archaeological surveys have found numerous mass produced consumer items, including toys, kitchen items, and automobiles.​[8]  








It was a start. I would have the students research the 1928 Commonwealth of Virginia’s Public Park Condemnation Act of 1928 that allowed the state to seize privately held property and donate it to the US Department of the Interior for the park.  I’d have them read the Sizer report and compare it to the evidence from photographs from the period and the archaeological record.  And reading some of the hundreds of letters from those who protested their displacement would help give the students an understanding of how the Mountain People were uprooted in the middle of the Great Depression and left without secure livelihoods.  While farmers who own their land were offered some modest compensation, tenant farmers and those who could not prove ownership, were not.  

As one option for a term project, I could offer the students the opportunity to visit and write about one of the monuments in eight Virginia counties that had been erected by the Blue Ridge Heritage Project to honor those who had lost their property.​[9]  Other students, who could not travel due to work requirements or lack of transportation, could read some of the interviews with some of the displaced people and their descendents to get first hand accounts of the impact of losing their homes.  

Sitting back in my chair, I reflected on how dehumanizing disinformation had been a powerful weapon, even in the pre-Internet era, and how easily prejudice could be harnessed by the powerful against the powerless.  I recalled that a friend of mine from the university had shared with me that her grandmother had not wanted to leave their family farm in the mountains when they were ordered to move.  They had lived there for generations.  My friend’s family never knew what happened to her grandmother after the government trucks came to drag her from her homestead and burn the farm.  I thought about the stories of those who were “resettled” off the mountain and were then shunned by the locals who had been primed to think that the mountain folk were backward, diseased, ill-bred rustics.  Then too, there were adjustments in farming practices that had to be made.  Working the rich soil of the mountains was quite different from working the fields in the valley where the soil had to be regularly fertilized and crops had to be rotated.  Many of the displaced people suffered from depression.  Others were afflicted with alcoholism, which was not widespread on the mountain despite tales that had been spread implying rampant bootlegging.  Sighing, I decided I needed a mental break from working on curriculum and began to write one of my ghost stories.

––––––––
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Gramma Elsie


Elsie Fox was almost a hundred years old.  Her face was as lined as last year’s apples and framed by a mane of thick white hair.  High cheekbones and deep set eyes spoke of her proud Native American ancestry.  Her body was thin, but she sat straight and strong although her bones snapped like twigs as she moved to sit.  I turned on my microphone to record her story for my article.  



As she began, she spoke slowly but clearly, her voice crackling with echoes of years past,  “The government lied to us.  Promised us a road and a better way of life, but evaluations of our property were half of market values.  We were lucky though–some people got nothing.  Some were moved to homesteads built by the government, but these came with heavy mortgages that people couldn’t repay.  Some were told they could bring in their crops and take some lumber, but those promises were most often broken.  Some old people loved the mountain so much they died from their grief.  People who didn’t want to go had their houses and crops burned to the ground in front of them and were taken to resettlement camps.



We had a good life there up in the mountain hollows.  We all worked hard sun up to sun down, but everyone helped their neighbors.  No one ever went hungry.  If the cherry crop was good, we all had cherries.  If someone slaughtered a steer, we all had beef.  Children went to school through the seventh grade and some went down into the valley for more schooling after that.  Church was a big part of our lives.  It wasn’t true what they said, about drunkenness and moonshine.  There were some bootleggers, sure, but most families wouldn’t have whiskey in the house.  They said we wouldn’t welcome visitors to the mountains, but every hobo that came through had a warm place to sleep and a hot meal.



My grandmother had farmed the land all her life.  She was born here.  Her father’s family had moved up the mountain during the Civil War after their farm in the valley was burned.  They packed a few wagons and brought a few mules and built a cabin and barn.  The Indians that lived here taught them how to use the native plants and find food in the winter.  Her father had married an Indian woman.  Over time, the family got some chickens and a few pigs and started an orchard.  Apples grew well in the hollows and acorn mast, chestnuts, and walnuts were good feed for the hogs.  And there was always good hunting and fishing.



When the government men came, my grandmother refused to leave.  My brother, Amos, went to see her to try to get her to come with us down into the valley.  We were some of the lucky ones.  We had got enough for our land to buy a house with a few acres in Warren County.  Amos was there when my grandmother was dragged into the government truck, cursing the men and spitting like a wildcat. They knocked her to the ground once and Amos thought her arm might be broken.  Those men wouldn’t tell Amos where they were taking her.  They drove her away as her cabin burned, destroying everything she owned.  



After we were settled near Front Royal, my father and brother tried to find out what had happened to grandmother, but no one would tell us anything.  The government had no record of her being moved to one of the camps.  We talked to everyone we knew that we could find, but no one had heard anything about her.”  



Elsie’s voice grew softer, and her gaze was focused inwardly, “I used to go up into the park, into Dark Hollow where my grandmother’s cabin was, and sit by the old chimney that still partially stands.  When the wind would blow softly through the hemlocks, I could hear her singing hymns to her chickens.  I don’t think she ever made it off the mountain.”  



––––––––
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Pulling myself back to the present, I forced myself to get back to work.  Next week would be busy with the start of classes and the start of the dig.  I spent a couple more hours setting up the course site in the university course management system and then took a look at the class roster.  There were some familiar names from last semester, but some new faces as well, so I’d start the first class off with introductions and an “ice-breaker” exercise.  

I was just finishing up and getting ready to call it a day, when my BFF, Juby, called.  Jubilee Phillips can best be described as a force of nature.  As a professor of Comparative Literature, she is a commanding presence.  As my friend, she is as loud and outgoing as I am reserved and introverted.  She is also full of fun and mischief.

“Blair,” she said, her contralto voice purred, ”I want to hear what you have been up to this summer and I want to hear that you have made sig-nif-i-cant progress on improving your love life.”  Each syllable of “significant” was pronounced with emphasis.  

Did I mention that Juby was also a nag?  She was constantly after me to find a new man.  She had a new lover with the passing of each season and couldn’t understand why I was living like a nun.  I had been widowed for some years and just hadn’t found the right guy–although in fairness to Juby, I had to admit that I hadn’t really been looking either.  I did have one bit of news to report to her though and perhaps that would keep her off my back for a while.

“Hey Juby,” I responded, “ I expect your summer has been a lot more interesting than mine so far, but I do have one small tidbit to report.  Are you free to meet for drinks this weekend?”  She said that she was and we agreed to meet at our favorite pub Saturday night.

I worked for a while longer on preparing my class.  Looking up, I saw Tabby and Moe, the “kitty committee” as my brother calls them, eyeing me intently.  I knew the signs.  This was a command to commence game time.  I got up, stretched and opened their toybox.  I pulled out a “hide the treat” puzzle for Moe and tossed a cotton swab for Tabby to fetch.  The three of us entertained ourselves for a while until the cats wore themselves out.  I was putting the toys safely away before someone swallowed a part necessitating an emergency vet visit when my phone ringtone summoned me.  I dug it out of the pile of books and papers on my desk just before it went to voicemail.

The number was unfamiliar, so I answered cautiously, “Hello?”

“Dr. Carter? This is Ginger McKay.  You may remember that Dexter Samarong introduced us?”

Ginger was the archeologist I’d be working with in the coming weeks. I remembered her flaming red hair and freckles.  Dexter, our university advancement officer, had introduced us in an online meeting.  Ginger worked at another university further south in the valley and had shared that she was descended from a Scots-Irish family that were early settlers in the Shenandoah Valley.  “Yes, of course, Ginger,” I answered warmly.  “And please call me Blair.  How are you?”

“Well thanks,” she said. “I’m calling to see if you might be free for dinner Friday night?”  Sorry for the short notice, but the summer has gotten away from me a bit.  I’d like to get the dig team together to introduce everyone before we start work on the site.  I find a first meal together helps the group get off to a good start.  My grant has a small budget for meals, so I thought I’d treat everyone to dinner.  Are you free to join us?”  

“Sure,” I said. “It will be nice to meet everyone.”  It would be good to get out on a Friday night.  I had been spending too much time on my own with the cats.  

“Great! I am looking forward to meeting you in person,” and she sounded sincere.  We agreed to meet at a restaurant that wasn’t too far from where we’d be working.

Ending the call, I thought to myself that it would be a very social weekend! 
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​Chapter 2 Friday-Saturday, 6/13-6/14 : The Dig Team 
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By Friday, I had my online summer course mostly planned out, so I decided that I needed to turn my attention to Native American history in Virginia in order to be prepared for the upcoming archaeological dig project.  I had a general understanding from a survey course I had taken years ago, but really needed to refresh my memory.  Although there was some good scholarship on the subject, it was an area that had never been as systematically studied across the state the way the Colonial and Civil War eras had been.  Native American tombs were looted, burial mounds plowed over, and artifacts found in fields and streams were often gathered indiscriminately and then lumped together in amateur collections without any geographic or archaeological context, thereby destroying much of their historical value. The good news was this was starting to change and between the Native American organizations, universities, museums, archaeological organizations, and others, more attention was starting to be paid to this neglected part of Virginia’s past.

I began by reading about the early indigenous peoples who inhabited Virginia at the end of the Pleistocene as the ice sheets melted.  Clovis points, a particular type of blade thought to be used for hunting spears, began appearing about 13,000 years ago, although different references listed different dates.  As the Native Americans transitioned to rely less on hunting and gathering and more on agriculture, they became more settled, marking the so-called Late Woodland Period, beginning about two thousand years ago.  

I was enjoying the reading, but after checking the clock on my laptop, I realized that in the interest of time I should fast-forward to the periods of early European contact and the early Colonial era.  These would be the periods of history for which I would be most useful to the dig team.  The Shenandoah Valley had been home to a number of indigenous nations including Siouan and Iroquois speaking peoples.  When European settlers came, the Siouan-speaking Monacan and Manahoac peoples inhabited the mountains and piedmont areas east of the Blue Ridge and perhaps further west as well.  In the area of the Shenandoah Valley where we would be digging, we were likely to encounter the Keyser culture, named after an archaeological site along the Shenandoah River near Front Royal.  The Keyser sites may have been inhabited by people ancestral to the Shawnee although that is not certain.  We might expect to find a town that included a number of round houses built inside a woven fence, called a palisade. It is thought that these fences were constructed to keep animals out.  They would not have been substantial enough for defense against enemies, and, being built from plant material, could be easily burned by an invading force.  If this site was like others in the region, we’d also find Keyser-style ceramics, storage pits, evidence of maize and bean production, and perhaps shell beads from a saltwater source, indicating long distance trade or travel.​[10]

I ran across interesting accounts from the German explorer John Lederer who ventured west through Virginia to the area that is now Shenandoah National Park.  He reported in 1669 that the Native Americans he met (likely those east of the Blue ridge) believed in one creator god and that humans descended from four women.  His description of the culture also indicated that tribes intermarried.  They employed a calendar system that was made by tying knots in string or leather.  Interestingly they also used “emblemes,” (e.g. a stag to indicate swiftness) in a kind of written communication.​[11] 

Lederer also wrote:


Though they want those means of improving Humane Reason, which the use of Letters affords us; let us not therefore conclude them wholly destitute of Learning and Sciences: for by these little helps which they have found, many of them advance their natural understandings to great knowledge in Physick, Rhetorick, and Policie of Government: for I have been present at several of their Consultations and Debates, and to my admiration have heard some of their Seniors deliver themselves with as much Judgement and Eloquence as I should have expected from men of Civil education and Literature.​[12]



It was also interesting to note that the numbers of indigenous peoples in the Shenandoah Valley seemed to be in steady decline during the 17th century CE, although they were certainly still present and interactions were recorded.​[13]  Was the decline due to disease brought by the Europeans as some thought?  There didn’t seem to be any archaeological evidence to support that.  Were they impacted by the cooler climate during that period?  Was it due to conflict between groups? Had the Europeans just overrun them?  To what extent did they intermarry with the colonists?  Or had they just left to join other groups?  The articles I read seemed to indicate that these were unresolved questions and some combination of factors might be possible. In the case of the Keyser culture, the record did seem to show that some of their sites were later occupied by Europeans, while others were just abandoned.​[14]  Perhaps our dig would help answer some of these questions.  Another idea struck me.  When Europeans arrived at locations where they hadn’t been before, extinctions of native plant species took place.  Might it be that the Europeans brought blight that affected crops?  I made a mental note to ask my environmental science colleagues.

The day passed pleasantly until it was time for me to get ready to leave to have dinner with the dig team.  I knew from previous experience that dinner with the members of an archaeological team would not be a formal affair, so I didn’t worry too much about my clothes.  It had been a hot day and the evening promised to be warm, so the hiking slacks and floral short sleeved top I was wearing would be fine.  So I just brushed off the cat hair, fussed with my hair a bit, traded my flip-flops for some nice sandals and declared myself ready.

––––––––
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As I drove along back roads to the restaurant, I kept an eye on the verge for wildlife.  Bears and other “crepuscular” creatures could sometimes be seen along the roadside at dusk and I always enjoyed seeing them, but they could also be a hazard.  The roadsides along these pretty country lanes were lined with beautiful old oaks and overgrown with thickets of lush redbud.  

My thoughts turned to the evening ahead and the people I would be meeting.  I didn’t know much about the project we would be working on beyond that fact that it was originally a Native American habitation along Meadow Brook in Middletown near Cedar Creek.  “Surface surveys” in which archaeologists look for artifacts that have percolated up to the surface, indicated that the area had been inhabited for many hundreds, if not thousands of years.  The track of an ancient road could still be seen along the stream bank.  It was said to have been an “Indian trail,” but in Colonial times, it had also served the grist mill that had been built nearby.  One of the goals of the summer work was to establish the earliest age of the habitation and see if artifacts would contribute to a better understanding of Native American life, culture, and history in the region.

I entered the restaurant and quickly found the long table where Ginger and her team were seated.  They were all talking and laughing, so I took a moment to survey the group.  Ginger, the lead archaeologist, was easy to spot with her flaming red hair.  Across from her sat Dexter Samarong, the university advancement officer.  They (Dexter’s preferred pronouns) had sucked me into this project.  Ah well, I liked Dexter really.  They were so warm hearted and charming it was impossible not to like them.  But why was Dexter here, I wondered?  That must mean... ah yes, the dig funder and potential university donor was no doubt the woman seated next to Dexter.  She was dressed in a designer outfit and had the polished look of the well-to-do.  Indeed she looked somewhat out of place with this university crowd, but seemed to be enjoying herself.  Looking down along the table, I recognized one of the students and there were several older people there as well.  

Just then, the restaurant greeter came over to see if I needed a table.  I let him know I had located my party and made my way over to the them and positioned myself within Ginger’s field of view.  

“Blair!” Ginger said with genuine warmth in her voice.  “So great that you could come!” She stood and made introductions.  “Dexter, you know of course,” Dexter and I grinned and nodded to each other, “and next to them is Shannon Walker, who is graciously funding our work.”  I gave the expected broad smile and said, “So nice to meet you.”  She responded in kind, “And I am so glad you will be joining the team Dr. Carter!”  Pleasantries duly
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