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INTRODUCTION

Whoever heard of ghosts in Wyoming? There is a widely held prejudice that the Cowboy State, with so few citizens and even fewer Gothic mansions, just doesn’t have what it takes to produce any decent spooks. But after spending three and a half years collecting tales of the supernatural from people all over Wyoming, I can attest that there are enough strange phenomena here to fill a state the size of Texas.

Within these pages, the most discriminating aficionados of the paranormal will find much to delight them—from a library built over a graveyard to a disappearing restaurant, from a museum cursed by the possession of a skull to a trailer haunted by feuding in-laws, from mischievous poltergeists to vanishing ladies in gray. In the course of preparing this book for its original publication in the late 1980s, I interviewed one hundred thirty-seven people, and I searched through books, magazines, newspapers, and files of historical societies for written information on Wyoming ghosts. Each story has been researched as completely as possible, and I have used real names of interviewees wherever I could. In those cases where my contacts requested anonymity to protect their privacy, I have given them a pseudonym, identified with an asterisk (*) the first time the name is used.

Readers are bound to notice that some of the same phenomena keep popping up in different chapters. Manifestations such as phantom footsteps, rocking chairs that rock by themselves, doors opening and closing with the help of no visible agent, malfunctions of machines and electrical devices, and other displays of psychic energy are common not only to Wyoming ghost stories, but to those from all over the world. Writers of fictional accounts of the paranormal would refrain from describing the same types of incidents again and again, but the author of reportedly true tales has no such right. The repetition of these common elements, in fact, only serves as evidence that the so-called “supernatural” world really exists and that it operates according to its own consistent body of laws, just as the “natural” world does.

F.W.H. Myers, one of the nineteenth-century founders of the Society for Psychical Research in Great Britain, claimed that “Whatever else, indeed, a ‘ghost’ may be, it is probably one of the most complex phenomena in nature.” Over one hundred years later, we have made but few inroads in our understanding of this puzzling subject, but serious researchers have developed theories that may provide some answers.

First, although folklore around the world insists that ghosts are spirits of the dead, this is certainly not true in all cases. Many apparitions of the living have also been reported, and it is commonly believed that poltergeist activity (which bears practically no resemblance at all to the way it has been depicted in recent movies) is usually caused by unconscious, uncontrollable psychic energy of a living person, often an adolescent.

Along this same line, parapsychologists have come to believe that some ghosts may not be active intelligences at all, but rather impressions that have been somehow recorded upon their physical environment during a time of crisis or heightened emotions, good or bad. If that is true, these hauntings are like tape recorded material that is available for playback under the appropriate (although still not understood) conditions. This theory would account not only for the sighting of some apparitions that appear over and over in the same locale, but also for ghostly noises or even phantom odors.

Theories aside, however, ghost stories should entertain and delight; and because I tend to like all of them, one of my hardest tasks in putting this collection together was to decide which to omit. I finally decided that unless I was able to uncover new information, I would not include tales that had previously been published in other sources. But to anyone interested in Wyoming ghosts, I enthusiastically recommend the materials that appear in the Additional Readings section at the end of this book.

These previously published accounts, like the chapters in this book, are all touted as true. Naturally, there is no way to “prove” a story; and while I’m convinced at least of the sincerity of all the people I interviewed, readers will have to make up their own minds about the phenomena described in each chapter.

One thing certain is that we can all be fooled; we can all be so mystified by perfectly normal events that we ascribe supernatural causes to them. Some security guards at Fort Laramie, for example, were so puzzled by a door that kept coming unlocked by itself they decided a ghost was to blame. Closer inspection revealed the lock on the front door to the old store was expanding and contracting because of variations in temperature, and was therefore slipping out of place. (The reason why the doors to Quarters A keep opening up has not been determined, however, as you will see in “The Past Never Dies.”)

Another good ghost story, that of a back porch haunted by the sounds of pounding and hammering, was invalidated when a brick was discovered rattling around as the chimney settled. The family involved seemed sadder at losing their “ghost” than relieved to find out what had been tormenting them for the past ten years! Their disappointment is similar to that experienced by a colleague of mine, Daryl Coats, who became convinced that he was watching the antics of a phantom cat, only to turn the lights on to discover that he was really seeing his mother’s scarf being blown repeatedly into the air by a furnace!

Probably the best “non-ghost” story of all, however, is that by Eula Lee Petersen about her former husband, Chris Jensen. In the early 1930s, while Chris was homesteading in a small, isolated cabin on Dugout Creek, he worked for different ranches during day, and at night he returned home to spend the evening with his feet in the oven, reading books or conversing with one of the other settlers in the area. One night when it was extremely cold, he happened to glance up at the frost-coated window, and to his horror, all he could see were two large, steaming balls.

He sat there for a while longer, trying to believe his eyes. At times, smoke appeared to be flying from the strange objects, which remained pressed against the panes. For all Chris knew, it have been the devil himself standing on the other side of that window! Finally, unable to endure the suspense any longer, he grabbed his pistol, screwed up his courage, and threw open the door as hard as he could.

“What do you want?” he demanded, trying to sound more threatening than he felt.

He received no answer, however, for standing there was not the devil incarnate that he had feared, but one of his employer’s big bulls that Chris had brought back with him and then forgotten. The large steaming balls pressed against the window had been nothing more than the animal’s nostrils!

Fortunately for those of us who enjoy tales of the supernatural, not all Wyoming ghost stories can be explained away that easily. So fix yourself a cup of hot cocoa, settle down into a comfortable chair, and enjoy!




SCHOOL SPIRITS

BYRON

It’s not unusual for schools to have the reputation of being haunted. Young people everywhere are quick to invent tales of headless goblins lurking about the hallways, or bloodthirsty ghouls lying in wait in the cafeteria—anything to spice up the daily routine. But the stories surrounding Byron’s consolidated Elementary and Rocky Mountain High School are told not only by students who have watched too many horror movies; some of the most spine-tingling tales come from those who work there, ranging from custodians to superintendents.

Several janitors have had strange experiences in the building. About ten years ago, Janis Adams* had gone upstairs to fetch some cleaning supplies when she became aware of a sudden, intense feeling of cold, and an overpowering, horrible smell that she isn’t able to describe. “I knew that it wasn’t anything to do with the cleaning supplies,” she said. “But I couldn’t move, and I felt as though I couldn’t scream, either. In my mind, I said a quick prayer, and then I noticed something that looked like smoke moving away from me as a whirlwind might. I ran down the stairs, and at the foot I met the maintenance man, who told me, ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost!’ And I said, ‘I saw something, and I’m scared to death.’ I told him that I would never go up there alone again, and I haven’t. I’d never had an experience like that before. For some reason, I knew I wasn’t alone.”

Another custodian, Eddie Davis, was cleaning the inside windows of one of the elementary classrooms five or six summers ago when behind him, he heard a clicking noise. “I looked around, but I couldn’t see anything, so I continued working. I heard the noise again and looked around, when I noticed that the sound was coming from a small adding machine. The third time I heard it, I went over to investigate, and I found that the adding machine wasn’t even plugged in! But that definitely seemed to be where the noise was coming from.”

Similar unexplained noises from office equipment have long been reported in the old school, and they are apparently still occurring. One of the most commonly affected rooms is the old art room, which is now used for weight training. Donna Weathermon, who was a student in the 1960s and ’70s, and who often cleaned up after school functions, frequently heard the sounds of someone typing furiously in the weight room.

“You would swear you heard a typewriter going clickety clickety click up there, just as loud and clear as if you were in the room next door,” she explained. “I’ve talked to a lot of people who have heard the same thing. And once in a while you could hear what sounded like someone walking around when no one was there.”

More recently, during cheerleading tryouts in the spring of 1988, a group of girls was practicing late one night in the wrestling room, which is right above the weight room. “All the cheerleaders had gone home except for three of us, and the only other people in the school were the janitors, who were all on the first floor,” remembered JLee Van Grinsven of the class of 1992. “The lights in the weight room were turned off and the door was locked. But we kept hearing the sounds of weights clinking and clanking below us. There’s a hole in the wrestling room floor that lets you see into the weight room, and when we looked into it, we saw that the lights were all off, but we could still hear the sounds of the weights dropping. We heard them even when we were going down the stairs to leave for the evening, although the door remained locked and the lights were still off.”

Alan Bair, who was superintendent during most of the 1970s and early ’80s, was working in his office one evening after dark, while a group of students was decorating the building for an upcoming dance. “Suddenly there was a disturbance out in the hall, and students came into my office to report that they had heard a noise up where the ghost was supposed to be,” he said. “That place was up a narrow stairway in the older part of the building, and blocking the stairs was a metal collapsible gate that was latched on the opposite wall to prevent people from going back and forth. The students wanted the key to go up, so I followed them to the bottom of the stairs where we all stood in a huddle to listen. After a while, we heard the noise, which could best be described as something between rattling and a scuffing. It was intermittent, happening every two or three minutes.

“We devised a plan to split into pairs and search the school, but nobody found anything. After we drifted back together, we just sat quietly and waited for the noise to reappear, but it never did. I personally don’t think there’s a ghost; I just think the strange sounds are caused by atmospheric conditions.”

The most common mysterious occurrence in recent years is the turning on of lights in the weight and wrestling rooms when no has been in the area. “Lots of times when you drive by at night, you can see those lights on inside the building,” said Tracy Folkerts of the class of 1991. “One of the coaches last year would always lock up the door and turn off the lights, but if anyone came back at night, he’d find the lights on inside the room with the still-locked door.”

The most convincing story that something or someone has haunted the Byron school for a long time comes from Harold Hopkinson, who was superintendent from 1952 to 1963. “This was a new job for me, and I was eager to make good,” he explained. “So during my first few months at the school, I often worked late at night, going over all the books and records, so that I’d know what had gone on before and what I might expect in the future.

“One October or November evening about eight or nine o’clock, I was working in my office on the second floor. As usual, I was alone, but then I heard somebody open the front door and come up the stairway. I waited for whoever it was, and thought that the steps were heading toward the library, which was up a short flight of stairs just past my office. I watched but didn’t see who it was and I heard the steps go up into the library.

“I went out into the hall to see who had come in, but there was no one in the library or on the steps leading to it. I decided I must have imagined the footsteps, so I went back to my office to work.

“Pretty soon, the door to the library opened, and I heard someone go down the stairs. Now this time, I was quite alert, and I was watching, but I still didn’t see anyone. I heard the steps go by my office, so I walked into the hall, where I heard them go down the stairs. I went to the balcony overlooking the stairs, but I saw no one on the landing. Then I heard the front door open, but I didn’t see it, probably, I thought, because I hadn’t gotten there fast enough.

“I was puzzled as to who it might have been, but since I was eager to get my work done, I went back into my office. And then the front doors opened again. This time, I thought that I had to find out who was playing a trick on me. So I went to the landing just as the front door banged shut, but I didn’t see anyone. So I backed over towards my office, and then I heard the steps coming up the stairway. But when it seemed as if they should have been at the top of the stairs, I still didn’t see anyone. I was still backing into my office when the footsteps went right in front of me! Right up the steps to the library, and then the door opened, but there was not a soul to be seen!

“Needless to say, I was frightened by now, so I went into my office and gathered up all my things; then I forced myself to go up to check the library, but as I had feared, there was no one there. I came back down and locked my office door, turned out the lights, went down the hallway, down the stairs, and out the front door. And for years I didn’t go to the school again to work at night!

“Later, I mentioned my experience to a few people, but most of them thought I was joking,” he continued. “In my last years as superintendent, I did go back to my office on a couple occasions at night, but I was nervous all the time I was there.”

Harold Hopkinson is still baffled about what he heard that night. “It couldn’t have been a person coming up the stairs, because I would have seen him. My eyesight has been pretty keen all my life, and then it was especially so. I can’t explain what happened. But I did hear somebody come through the front door, up the stairs, and across the hall, which wasn’t carpeted, but wood, so it made all the creaks and groans that you would expect. And the stairway up to the library was wood, too.

“The eerie thing is that if I had had my eyes shut, I would have known that there was somebody walking right in front of me. But my eyes were wide open and I didn’t see anyone, although the back of my neck began to tingle.

“I didn’t believe in ghosts before that happened, and I really don’t now,” he confessed. “I think it’s possible that there are such things, of course, and I believe that people never really die. But I also think that a greater power wouldn’t let these spirits wander around aimlessly. So if they come back, they have to have a purpose, I think.”

If Harold Hopkinson is correct in his theory, what was the purpose of the spirit who repeatedly trod the stairs that evening? Or was this particular haunting caused merely by the “playing back” of impressions recorded in the environment, the wooden floor and the stairs? That may solve the case of the phantom footsteps, and perhaps even the sounds of the office machines and the clanking weights, but what caused Janis Adams’s frightening encounter with the cold, malodorous whirlwind?

Explanations of the haunting at the Byron school range from a silly theory that a cook was once murdered there and ground into hamburger meat (doubtlessly improving the flavor of the school lunch), to the more serious suggestion espoused by many students and even some faculty that a teacher once committed suicide in what was then the art room but is now the wrestling room.

To check out the latter rumor, I talked with former superintendent Jim Simmons, who served from 1945 to 1952, and with several other oldtimers associated with the school. All of them were absolute certain that no teacher had ever committed suicide in Byron, and they were equally sure that if one had done so, the entire town would have known about it.

Long-time Byron resident Rose Griffin Doty, however, who attended the school and then taught there in the early 1920s, was able to shed some light on how the rumor might have evolved from the confusion of two separate tragedies in the town’s history.

In the 1920s, natural gas came to the residents of Byron, and before regulators were installed on the lines, there were several gas fires in homes. A victim of one of those domestic fires was a Byron teacher; and about twenty years later, in the 1940s, another man committed suicide. The latter had absolutely nothing to do with the school, however; but it is easy to see how, with the passage of time, the deaths of the two men could have fused in the public memory to create the rumor that a teacher had committed suicide in the school.

If that is not the cause of the ghostly manifestations at the Byron school, what is? No one knows, but it’s a certainty that few of the town’s residents like being alone in the building after dark!




GHOSTS, GHOSTS ON THE RANGE

MEETEETSE

Some people seem to have a knack for attracting things that go bump in the night, and the family of Sam* and Ida Edwards* definitely fall into this category. Sam and Ida and their children were no strangers to psychic phenomena of all kinds, but in the early spring of 1978, they were hoping for peace and quiet when they moved from Idaho to the northwest part of Wyoming. Sam had gotten a job on a small, private ranch outside of Meeteetse, and his family were to live in the spacious house that had stood on the property for more than a hundred years.

At seven or eight o’clock on their first night, Ida was cooking flapjacks on an antique green stove while her husband, two sons, and assorted ranch hands were moving furniture and boxes into the house.

“At one point while I was cooking, I heard the truck pull out of the drive, but I didn’t think that all of the men had left,” Ida recalled, “because into the kitchen came this nice looking young guy in his mid-twenties, about five-ten or so. He was wearing a cowboy shirt, leather vest, jeans, a belt, and brown, scuffed boots. He wore no hat and his blond hair was thinning on top. He wiped his feet on the mat like everybody else had done, but I noticed that he made a soft, barely audible stomping sound. When he saw me, his mouth fell open and he had the most shocked expression, as if to ask, ‘Who in the world are you?’

“I said, ‘Hello, do you work here? Are you one of the boss’s sons?’ But he just stood and stared at me with his jaws agape for what seemed like five minutes. I got a little nervous and began to say things like, ‘Hello, we’re the Edwards, and we’ve just moved in here. What’s your name?”

“But he never said a word, just kept staring until he finally shrugged his shoulders, turned around, and walked back out the door. I decided maybe he was hard of hearing or had some kind of emotional problem. Through the window, I watched him walk part of the way down the path in front of the house, where a big light had been turned on.

“Almost at the same time, the others came back, and I began asking them about the guy who had just been in the kitchen. They kept insisting that nobody else had been on the premises, and that they had all gone off in the pickup and had just returned.

“I told Sam that he had to have seen him, that the two of them must have been close enough to brush elbows when they passed each other on the walkway. After all, there had been only a few seconds between the time when the young man left the house and the others came up the path.

“Finally I convinced them that I had seen someone, so we went outside and looked around, but there were no signs of anybody. We looked for footprints, but there were none except for those belonging to our own family. And the prints were distinct and easy to see, because it was so wet and muddy that everyone had carefully stepped back into his own so as not to make more of a mess.

“I got to thinking,” Ida continued, “how everyone but this fellow had cast a shadow as he walked by the light out in front. And it was also odd that the dogs didn’t bark, as they usually do whenever there’s a stranger around. So, half jokingly, I told my family that I had seen a ghost.”

About ten days later, the Edwards’s seventeen-year-old son Andy* was able to corroborate his mother’s story. After he had finished stacking hay in the barn, he came into the house and mentioned that he, too, had seen the mystery man.

“Andy said that the same man had been out in the barn, sitting on top of a bale of hay. He even showed Andy a better way to stack the hay by directing with his hands where to put each bale and how to push it into place. Andy said that he looked just the way I had described him, except that he was transparent!

“The old man who owned the ranch came over a couple days later, looked in the barn, and said, ‘Hey, somebody around here knows how to stack hay! That’s exactly the way I would have done it, and I’ve never had anyone do it right before!’ ”

The next ghostly sighting occurred one afternoon when Sam Edwards was repairing a replica of a small, 1910, one-horse delivery wagon. Because the wagon had always been kept clean and was often used for special occasions such as weddings, the Edwards hesitated to store it in the dirty barn, so it was kept inside as a kind of storage bin.

“Sam was lying underneath the wagon to repair the running gear, and I was in a room close by,” Ida remembered. “All at once, he gasped and I heard a loud bump as he banged his head on the underside of the wagon. I ran to see what was the matter, and there sat my husband with a startled look on his face, his mouth open and his eyes big as saucers. He said, ‘A woman just came floating by me!’

“He said that she was attractive, had brown hair, appeared to be about twenty-five years old, and was wearing a long and heavy, beige-colored muslin nightgown. He said she walked in through one wall, smiled and nodded, her mouth moving as though she were greeting him, but he didn’t hear any sound. And then she floated about a foot and a half over his chest and right on through the other wall. He said that like the young man Andy had seen, this woman was transparent, and Sam had the feeling that she might have been the male ghost’s wife.

“I asked him if she had touched him, and he said no. In fact, he said, he had looked up under the gown as it floated past him, and he could see her bare feet, even her toenails, but above them the gown was empty—no legs, no underclothing—it was just like looking into a tent. That’s when he bumped his head, when the shock of seeing her forced him out from under the wagon. He came up so fast that he lifted the whole thing up!”

After this incident, the Edwards began hearing the unexplainable sounds of a tea party taking place in the living room.

“If you were in the hallway and the living room door was open, you’d hear the sounds softly; but if the door was closed, the sounds were loud, and you could almost make out words,” Ida explained. “And you could hear laughter, along with teacups and glasses clinking. All of us heard it. But as soon as you opened the door, no matter how quickly, there was always dead silence. Then, oddly enough, if you closed the door again and stood in the living room, the sounds would continue in the hall. And if you closed the hall off, you could hear the sounds up the stairs!”


Other events reinforced the belief that the Edwards were not alone in their house. “Lots of times, we went to get groceries in town at night, and when we came home, we would see lights on upstairs, even though we were always careful to turn them off when we left. But often, as we drove close enough for headlight beams to shine inside, the lights would suddenly blink out. And of course, there was never anyone there. The old man who owned the ranch kept griping about the way we were driving up his electric bill, and we never could convince him that we weren’t the ones leaving the lights on.”

Ida also said that over and over again, she had the feeling she was being watched, and quite often she heard the unmistakable sounds of a child running and slamming himself against the walls upstairs.

“The commotion was so great that the whole house would shake, and you could see dust sifting through from overhead. And I would say time and again, ‘Andy, get your little brother out of there. I just cleaned upstairs!’ And sometimes my son Clint* would be playing up there, but more often than not, Andy would just point out the window and tell me, ‘Save your breath, Mom. Clint’s right there, playing outside!’

“Sometimes, when things started banging around like that, I played the piano,” Ida said. “I knew a lot of old-fashioned tunes which apparently cast a spell over the spooks, because it would be fifteen or twenty minutes before the noises
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