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  INTRODUCTION


  Nearly everyone enjoys tales of ghostly figures and phantom footsteps, especially when told in the reassuring glow of a campfire. But what if phantom footsteps are coming up your basement stairs—and you’re home by yourself?


  I grew up in a haunted house, and over the years everyone in my family heard those ghostly footsteps climbing our stairs. Eventually we learned to coexist, though somewhat uneasily, with the unseen presence that lurked in the basement and sometimes rattled doorknobs or turned on lights. Because of those experiences I have no doubt that paranormal phenomena do occur. The real questions, in my opinion, are not if, but how and why they occur.


  Some say that ghosts are figments of the imagination, or that the phenomena attributed to ghosts are due to faulty observation. Others say that ghosts are a form of emotional energy given off in times of crisis and somehow absorbed by the surroundings. There is growing evidence that low-frequency sound waves that affect a certain section of the brain can produce some of the phenomena. And, of course, ghosts may be just what they’ve been assumed to be all along: spirits of those who have died. The ghostly voices captured on audiotapes seem to point toward that conclusion, at least in some cases.


  Probably no single theory can adequately explain all the different kinds of paranormal phenomena, just as no one theory can explain why some people seem to be aware of ghosts while others are completely oblivious to them. Recent experiments have shown that people who report paranormal experiences are also unusually sensitive to electromagnetic fields, so the ability to sense ghosts may be biological, and, like any of the senses, vary considerably from person to person.


  I’m fascinated by ghosts, whatever they may be. For many years I’ve toured haunted theaters, restaurants, and hotels all over the United States with friends who share my interests. And we’re not unique—so many people enjoy visiting haunted sites that offbeat tours have sprung up to meet the demand. In Montana, “spirited” Halloween tours are offered in Bannack, Billings, Butte, Helena, and Virginia City. Don’t worry if you can’t get to those towns—ghosts can be found just about anywhere in this sprawling state.


  Montana’s earliest written ghost stories date from the era of the fur trappers and roaming bands of Native Americans. In the 1880s the Billings Gazette reported that the Crow Indians claimed to have seen the ghosts of a party of white men—presumably those of the Lewis and Clark Expedition—camped at Pompey’s Pillar, where William Clark had carved his signature into the rock in 1806. In the 1890s a train engineer reported seeing the ghost of a bleeding man along the railroad tracks between Reed Point and Greycliff. The ghost may have been one of the Thomas wagon train party, killed by Indians in 1866.


  Traces of Montana’s miners are found, and not only near the tailings left near abandoned mines. The young men who saw the ghost of a miner in worn nineteenth-century clothing along the trail to the ghost town of Independence, high in the Gallatin National Forest, will never forget it. On cold winter nights honky-tonk music sometimes can be heard from one of the deserted saloons in the former mining town of Garnet.


  The Roaring Twenties gave birth to another crop of ghost stories, among them the tale of three mysterious strangers who became known as the Guardians of the Hi-Line. One bitterly cold winter day in the late 1920s a resident of Browning was driving on a deserted country road when his car slid into a snowdrift. Unable to move the car by himself, the driver was rescued by three strangers who quickly pushed the stalled car out of the snowdrift. Both vehicles then headed for Browning. When the rescued man reached the safety of town, he turned in the driver’s seat to wave thanks to his rescuers. They had vanished, leaving no tracks in the snow.


  Ghostly encounters continued to be reported throughout the following decades. In the 1950s, unexplained phenomena began to be documented at the Little Bighorn National Battlefield where Lt. Col. George Armstrong Custer and over 200 men of the 7th Cavalry died in 1876. And in the 1970s, two long-haul truck drivers saw and heard a phantom wagon train creaking across the prairie not far from present-day Hysham.


  In the 1990s, a phantom warrior on horseback reportedly galloped after two BLM employees and their dog as they drove away from Pompey’s Pillar at the end of a day’s work. At a certain point on the road, the ghost vanished, leaving the men stunned and the dog cowering. More recently, a man who often drives Highway 200 from Jordan to Lewistown saw a phantom motorcyclist on a Harley surrounded by a glowing light. Although the driver of the car tried to catch up, the phantom effortlessly kept ahead of the pursuing car. A few weeks later, the same driver and his passenger saw the ghostly motorcyclist along the same stretch of road. And the owners of a home near Canyon Creek Battlefield were plagued one winter by demanding knocks at their door, only to find no one there and no tracks in the fresh snow. Perhaps the unseen visitor is the ghostly soldier in 1870s military uniform who appeared once in their hallway.


  Why should the Treasure State have such a treasure trove of ghosts? Life on the frontier was rough and frequently dangerous, all too often cut short by accidents or violence. Men lived hard, played hard and—sometimes—died hard. If energy truly cannot be destroyed, it is little wonder that restless spirits from those turbulent days linger even now on the battlefields and in the dimly lit corridors of historic buildings and private homes across the state. Are those hotels, saloons, railroad depots, and museums really haunted? People who work or live in them claim to have had some pretty strange experiences over the years, and I have no reason to doubt them.


  Nearly all of those people take their ghosts matter-of-factly, or even with a touch of quiet pride, like at Chico Hot Springs Resort where the ghost of former owner Percie Knowles has appeared in the crowded dining room. And why shouldn’t they? Montana’s ghosts are, after all, part of Montana’s history.


  My files contain hundreds of ghost stories collected over 25 years. I’ve chosen those that offer the best of both worlds for this book: publicly accessible sites of historic interest plus current ghostly activity. Since part of the fun of visiting haunted sites is the possibility of encountering a ghost, I’ve also rated each site according to the level of paranormal activity experienced by those who work or live there. A “low” rating indicates that activity is sporadic and infrequent, “moderate” means activity occurs occasionally, and “high” indicates that visitors have often reported ghostly experiences.*


  I’ve included stories from all over the state, from eerie Belton Chalet in West Glacier to the poignant tale of the haunted Little Cowboy Bar in Fromberg. Most of the stories have never before been made public. Along the way I’ve met hundreds of wonderful people who graciously shared their stories with me. Many thanks to them, and also to my “ghost researchers” Dan Damjanovich and Cynthia Berst of Billings, and Mary Doerk of Fort Benton, who have enthusiastically tracked down ghost stories for me. Special thanks to the unseen person at the Montana Territorial Prison—perhaps “Turkey Pete” Eitler himself, long-dead resident of the prison—whose voice on tape gently corrected my mispronunciation of his name… from the Other Side!


  Please join me now as we go in search of the ghosts of the Treasure State!


  *Most of the sites described in this book have been in business for many years, but businesses can close or change telephone numbers with little notice. If you are planning a visit, it is a good idea to call ahead and verify the hours of operation.


  HAUNTED ANACONDA
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  COPPER VILLAGE MUSEUM


  401 East Commercial


  Anaconda, Montana 59711


  Telephone: 406-563-2422


  Ghostly Activity Level: High


  HISTORY: The Anaconda City Hall was built in 1896 to house the fire department, the police station, and city government. The building was abandoned in 1976 but saved from demolition by the timely intervention of local residents who cherished its eclectic mixture of classical, Roman, Moorish, and Gothic architecture. Today, the old city hall is home to the Copper Village Museum and Art Center.


  PHENOMENA: The building has a long history of haunting, dating back to 1901 when police officers in the basement jail office repeatedly heard footsteps in the empty corridors above them. No one ever was found, despite lengthy investigation. The ghost is thought to be a prisoner who had died in his cell in February 1901. Firemen stationed in the building also heard the footsteps. Present-day staff at the Copper Village Museum report doors that mysteriously lock or unlock, a strong sense of presence, footsteps, and items being moved from one place to another.


  I arrived at the old city hall in Anaconda with my friends Frank and Sue early on a Saturday morning to find dozens of people busily setting up booths for a harvest festival. Carol Jette, director of the museum, was simultaneously directing volunteers and fielding phone calls, but she cheerfully sat down with me for a few minutes to share some of the eerie experiences she’d had in the building.


  Jette has been associated with the museum for 21 years. She was aware of the ghost from the very beginning. “When we moved down from the courthouse and started to refurbish this building,” she began, “I felt there was a presence right away. When we were in here working, mysterious things would happen. There were footsteps when no one was in the building, doors would shut by themselves, and sometimes things were moved and brought back days later.


  “At first we had our offices down where the gallery is now. About two years ago we moved our office to our present space, and the ghost was not happy. He started doing some numbers on me. I’d use my key in the front door and it wouldn’t work. Then I’d come around to the back door and it would work. I’d come through the building to the front door and the key would work. This went on for about two weeks. Finally one day I got angry and confronted him. I said aloud, ‘I don’t know what you’re doing but it’s not fun anymore.’


  “And it stopped. My key worked from then on. Gradually the feeling got better, as if he had accepted us up there. But people have really felt him upstairs and in the basement.”


  Others who previously knew nothing about the ghost have encountered it, as well.


  “We had a plumber come in one day,” Jette said, “and he was working in the boiler room. He came upstairs just white as a sheet and asked if there was someone else in the building. My co-director and I knew he must have encountered the ghost, so we told him the story. He said, ‘As long as I know that, I’m okay, I can deal with it.’ He had felt a very strong presence down there. Some people have seen shadows where there shouldn’t have been shadows. I’ve never seen them, but I’d love to.”


  Who is the ghost? Jette doesn’t believe it is the prisoner who died in a police cell in 1901. “I’ve always been under the impression that it was someone who worked here,” she stated. “Someone who had strong ties to the building. He is very much trying to protect this building. It’s like he’s inspecting what we do and then he’s happy with the results. I’ve been told a fireman was injured here and passed away. I’ve felt him everywhere in the building. Several months ago there were doors closing again upstairs. I walked up there, thinking maybe some kids had gotten in, although I try to keep the stairway door locked. There wasn’t anyone there. That’s happened many times.”


  Jette offered to take us to the second floor, and we quickly accepted. I felt my hair stand on end as we entered what had been an imposing courtroom (now used mostly for storage), although nothing unusual was visible. Beyond the courtroom was what had been the firemen’s dormitory, complete with brackets for the vanished pole. The fire chief’s apartment was off to one side.


  “There have been people who walked into the fire chief’s apartment and backed out, saying they couldn’t go in,” Jette remarked. “I think it’s fascinating, and it doesn’t scare me one bit. If I ever see him, I think it would frighten me for a moment. I’ve even talked to him and told him I wouldn’t mind seeing him. He just does strange things to us, comical things, nothing ever serious. He loves playing jokes on people.”


  Downstairs, the harvest festival was about to open to the public, and Jette was urgently needed. Before heading back down the stairs, she gave us permission to take as much time as we needed to look around. Frank, Sue, and I wandered from room to room, snapping photos at random. I was standing in the middle of the courtroom when I suddenly felt my entire left side turn icy. I asked Frank to take a quick digital photo. It showed an orb to my left, almost touching me. Had the orb, considered by many to be a form of ghostly energy, caused that sudden sense of chill? There certainly were no drafts detectable from the huge arched windows.


  I decided to speak aloud to any spirits present, hoping to capture a ghostly voice on audiotape. Sure enough, when I replayed the tape, I could make out unintelligible whispers as well as a word that sounded like “Tippit” or “Tibbet.”


  According to an article entitled “Ghostly Stories Haunt Anaconda’s Old City Hall” in the Montana Standard of October 31, 2002, several men had lost their lives in the building over the course of the years. No one named “Tibbet” was listed among them. Perhaps a search of old city directories would reveal whether anyone by that name had ever been employed there as a policeman, a fireman, or a member of the judiciary.


  Whoever he was, the ghostly prankster of the Copper Village Museum continues to make his presence known from time to time. Why not stop by to enjoy the exhibits? If you feel an icy breeze move past on a warm summer’s day, don’t worry—it’s just the ghost.


  The Copper Village Museum is not the only site of a haunting in Anaconda. The Anaconda Copper Company smelter also was haunted. In the late 1970s the ghost of a man dressed in old-fashioned workman’s clothing was seen in the concentrator building.


  James Hooper began his career at the smelter in 1968 and worked there for decades. He saw the ghost after he had been transferred to the Local Tram Department. “I was working alone up in the old Anaconda Concentrator building, more commonly called ‘the mill,’” he told me. “The unit was closed for production but various flux material for the roasting process was stored in silo-type bins in the mill. My job was to ‘cork’ railroad hopper cars with old rags for loading silica rock and lime rock. I had my lunch with me and during my lunch break I took a short nap on an old bench on the rod mill floor. I suddenly awoke to see an older gentleman in bib overalls walk by. I thought nothing of it until I realized he was wearing an old cloth cap of the type everyone wore on the smelter long ago, instead of the hard hat we were required to wear on the job indoors or out.


  “While I have heard of ghost sightings from some of the old miners working underground in the Butte operations, I never thought I’d spot one at the smelter. To my thinking he is probably continuing to work at his assigned task, having worked up on the “Hill” since high school. Many individuals did the same, with their only break in service in forty-five or so years being for military service.”


  Not long after Hooper contacted me about his sighting, I happened to run across an article that may explain the ghost he saw. According to “Shot in Back by Inventor” published in the Billings Gazette on July 22, 1902, a man named John McGeary shot and killed his supervisor, William J. Evans Sr., at the smelter. McGeary, who had invented an improved rack, wanted Evans to try it at the smelter. Evans had refused, saying that he was satisfied with the old method. McGeary also blamed Evans for an injury McGeary had suffered at the concentrators in June. After the shooting, Evans’ family was hastily called to the hospital, but he died that night.


  I asked Hooper whether the ghost he saw might have been from the early 1900s, and he replied, “This could possibly explain my sighting. I do believe the clothing I saw would fit the early twentieth century. Work clothes didn’t change much. The old white duck-cloth caps were referred to in town as a smelterman’s cap. This was like a golfer wore. It could very well have been the old supervisor I saw, as he was not carrying tools of any kind.”


  The Anaconda Copper Company began operations in 1884 and closed in 1980. The buildings have since been demolished and the Old Works Golf Course now occupies the site. The stack still stands in Smelter Park, and at 585 feet can be seen from miles away. Does the spirit of William Evans still linger in the area, brooding on his murder, or has he finally punched out on the time clock of life and gone onward? Perhaps we’ll find out someday.


  THE LITTLE GIRL AT THE MEADE HOTEL
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  BANNACK STATE PARK


  Bannack, Montana


  406-834-3413


  Ghostly Activity Level: Moderate


  HISTORY: Bannack, the first territorial capital of Montana, was founded in 1862 when gold was discovered in Grasshopper Creek. A gold rush followed, and in its glory days more than 10,000 miners worked streams in the area. Although Virginia City took over as territorial capital in 1865, Bannack continued to exist as a mining town until the 1930s. By the 1950s the town was abandoned. It now is managed as a state park by the Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife & Parks. Over 60 original buildings still stand, and most can be explored.


  Bannack probably is best known for its one-time sheriff, Henry Plummer, alleged leader of a gang of vicious robbers. In December 1863, determined to end the reign of terror, a group of men banded together to become the Montana Vigilantes. Within months, the robber gang had been broken up and over 20 of them hanged, including the sheriff.


  PHENOMENA: The ghost of a young girl named Dorothy Dunn, who drowned in nearby Grasshopper Creek in 1916, haunts the Meade Hotel. Visitors have seen and heard the ghosts of several children who died of illness at the Bessette House. Visitors have captured ghostly voices on audiotape. Inexplicable cold spots are sometimes felt, even on hot summer days.


  Park Ranger John Phillips doesn’t believe in ghosts. He has worked for the Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife & Parks for eight years, and has spent several nights alone at Bannack State Park. Although he has heard odd noises, he attributes them to the wind. His skepticism doesn’t keep him from collecting ghost stories, however, and Bannack’s visitors don’t hesitate to share their experiences with him.


  “I talked to a man and his little boy who said they were here a couple of years ago,” Phillips told me as we stood just inside the entrance of the Meade Hotel. “They had walked into town. There were no tracks in the snow, no cars, and they said they felt they were the only ones here. They went into the school, and when they came out, the merry-go-round was going around in circles, and there were still no tracks.


  “They walked across the street to the hotel, and the boy and his dad got separated. The boy went into one of the rooms and ‘Dorothy’ was standing there laughing at him, like she was the one playing jokes on him and spinning the merry-go-round.”


  Phillips continued, “Another day I was panning gold in our tubs next to the Bessette House. There was a large group of people watching the demonstration, and two of the chaper-ones decided they didn’t really care about gold-panning, so they went into the Bessette House. They came out very quickly and they were really upset. They said they saw children sitting in the stairwell.


  “The Bessette House is called the Crying Baby House. The story is that nine children died there during an epidemic, and some people claim they’ve heard the babies crying.


  “Another time, a lady said she used to come here in the 1960s. She and her friends brought a Ouija board, and an image of a man appeared. They thought it was Henry Plummer.”


  Plummer might have good reason to haunt the place, given his violent death at the hands of the Vigilantes and the doubt that still exists over his guilt, but most of the paranormal activity seems to focus on the Meade Hotel. The hotel was built in 1875 as a courthouse, then it served as a hotel from 1890 to the 1930s. The imposing building has an elegantly curved staircase that leads to the upper floors. I decided to explore it. Halfway up the stairs, I felt something icy-cold pass behind me, chilling my back. The day was hot, and the hotel pleasantly warm inside. I could find no rational explanation for the chill I had felt. Had “Dorothy” just made her presence known?


  I continued up the staircase to the second floor. My friend Sue Tracy was already there, hoping to capture something abnormal on film.


  The second floor proved a disappointment. If “Dorothy” was there, she seemed to be avoiding us. We started back toward the stairs again, only to find another party coming up with their golden retriever in tow. We decided to follow them, to see whether the dog reacted to anything we couldn’t see. Again we were disappointed; the dog’s actions seemed perfectly normal. Sue and I then decided to explore the school-house across the street. I took a good look at the merry-go-round that apparently spun by itself at times. There was a strong breeze blowing that afternoon, but the merry-go-round was stationary. I gave it a tentative shove, which barely caused it to move a few inches. It would obviously take considerable effort to make the rusted machine turn. Perhaps a strong gale was blowing the day the boy and his father had seen it move by itself—or perhaps the ghost of “Dorothy” had indeed caused it to turn.


  We strolled down the dusty street toward the Bessette House. The building apparently had been used as a dwelling longer than most of the buildings at Bannack, because linoleum still covered the floor of one of the rooms. I cautiously climbed the narrow, creaking stairway where two of John Phillip’s tour group had seen a group of ghostly children sitting, and took a few photos of the large, empty room upstairs. My digital camera captured a couple of orbs—the balls of light energy that often are found in haunted places—but that was all. The fretful, crying babies didn’t make a peep while we were there.


  Tired and somewhat disappointed, we walked back to the visitor center, where we overheard an excited woman telling a friend about the ghost she had just seen—an older man wearing an antique Stetson hat. He had a long white beard and was leaning against one of the buildings. She had taken her eyes off him just for a moment, and he had vanished.


  Just then, my friend Frank walked in. He has a long white beard and wears an old Stetson. The woman saw him and turned white. “That’s the ghost!” she exclaimed.


  Frank, never at a loss, made her a courtly bow. He explained that he had gotten tired of walking around in the heat and decided to sit in the shade to wait for Sue and me. When he saw us approaching, he had simply gotten up and started toward the visitor center, where we had agreed to meet. At that, all of us, including the woman who had mistaken him for a ghost, burst out laughing. At least that was one ghost story we could disprove on the spot!


  Many ghost stories are so vague—a cold chill, a sense of presence—that it’s impossible to track down a historical basis for a haunting. The case of the young girl who drowned in Grasshopper Creek seemed a bit more substantial, however, so I decided to see whether I could find an account of the tragedy. John Phillips had mentioned that the drowning had occurred in 1916, and sure enough, I found an August 16, 1916, article entitled “Young Girl is Drowned” in the Dillon Examiner, reporting an incident that had occurred on August 7: “A most deplorable accident occurred at two o’clock last Friday afternoon when Dorothy Dunn, a sixteen year old girl, met her death by drowning, and had it not been for the bravery and forethought of Smith Paddock, a twelve-year-old boy, Ruth Wornick and Fern Dunn, a sister of the unfortunate girl, would have met the same fate.


  “The three girls had gone to Grasshopper creek just on the outskirts of Bannack to wade and bathe in the creek. They waded out into a hole dug out by one of the old dredging boats, not realizing their danger. Suddenly all three stepped off of a ledge into nine feet of water. None of the girls were able to swim. Smith Paddock was passing along the road and seeing the girls floundering in the water ran to their assistance, getting there just as Dorothy went down, never to come to the surface alive again. Young Paddock could swim but could not dive and was unable to reach Dorothy, so he turned his attention to the other two girls and after a long hard struggle saved them both.


  “The body of Dorothy Dunn was recovered several hours afterwards. The funeral was held Saturday at Bannack and was attended by the whole countryside. Interment was made in the burying ground at the old capital. Miss Dunn was the daughter of Mrs. Edward Dunn of Bannack and had lived in that town about a year. During her brief residence in the thriving little mining camp she had made many warm friends and the news of her tragic death came as a shock to them.”


  The spirit of Dorothy Dunn was seen not long after her death, according to author F. Lee Graves, former resident of Bannack. Graves’ godmother, Bertie Matthews, had been Dunn’s friend and the two girls had often played in the hotel where Bertie’s mother worked. Several years after the drowning, Bertie saw Dorothy’s ghost wearing a long blue dress, on the second floor of the Meade Hotel. Since then, many people have seen or sensed her presence.


  If you visit Bannack in search of ghosts, don’t overlook the old jail. Recently an entire family heard the sound of ghostly sobbing coming from the empty building.


  THE SPIRITS OF BIG HOLE NATIONAL BATTLEFIELD
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  BIG HOLE NATIONAL BATTLEFIELD


  West of Wisdom, Montana


  406-689-3155


  Ghostly Activity Level: Low


  HISTORY: In the pre-dawn darkness of August 9, 1877, U.S. soldiers attacked 800 Nez Perce Indians camped along the Big Hole River. Gold had been discovered near their homelands in Idaho, Oregon, and Washington a few years earlier, and a new treaty drawn up that sharply reduced the size of their reservation. Many of the Nez Perce refused to agree to the treaty and fled the area, pursued by the Army under the command of Colonel John Gibbon. They crossed into Montana in late July and made camp on August 7 among the willows that grew along the Big Hole River. The exhausted Indians thought they were temporarily safe from pursuit and could rest their footsore horses and gather food to replenish their supplies.


  The next day the Nez Perce set up tepees on the willow flats. The women cut lodge poles while some of the men went hunting. Others cared for the horses or cleaned weapons. They didn’t set guards, for the Nez Perce believed they were in friendly territory. One of the Nez Perce children later recalled that, as dusk fell, many children played a noisy stick game near the creek.


  Troops crept up on them during the night, however, intending to attack at dawn. An old Indian man stumbled onto the concealed soldiers when he rose early to check on his horses. He was immediately killed, and those shots roused the village. The Army killed over 90 Indians, many of them women and children who were fleeing into the willow brush in a futile attempt to escape. Also killed were 22 Army soldiers and six civilians.


  The Nez Perce warriors finally managed to drive the soldiers out of camp. They had no time to grieve. The next day, after hastily burying the dead, the surviving Nez Perce fled, bereft, with essentially no food or shelter. On a freezing cold September 30 the Army again caught up with them at Bear Paw, where they were camped only 40 miles from refuge across the Canadian border. The Army drove off most of their horses and, after a siege lasting days, Chief Joseph surrendered on October 5 with the memorable words: “Hear me, my chiefs! My heart is sick and sad. From where the sun now stands I will fight no more forever.”


  PHENOMENA: Descendents of the Nez Perce who were present at the Big Hole battle state that they can sense and sometimes even hear the spirits of those who died there. National Park Service employees report that tourists sometimes break down in tears at the site. A few have claimed to sense the spirits of the dead around them. A visitor who does historical re-enactments heard many voices as he made his way through the willows. A number of eerie things have occurred during significant anniversaries of the battle.


  We had just started driving up the spectacular Chief Joseph Pass on our way to the Big Hole Battlefield when I became aware of a growing sense of unease coupled with an almost overwhelming urge to turn around and look back down the trail. At first I attributed it to my dislike of steep passes, with their treacherous switchbacks and sheer drops, but this was far more intense than I had previously experienced. The closer we got to the top of the pass, the worse it grew, until I was almost sick with apprehension. Then, as the road began to descend into the broad valley of the Big Hole River, the apprehension vanished and a great sense of relief took its place.


  Was it a normal reaction to the steep road? Probably. I don’t claim to enjoy mountain driving. What I didn’t know at the time, however, was that in 1877 the fleeing Nez Perce had crossed the mountains just one ridge over. They must have watched their back trail apprehensively, watching with dread for the first signs of pursuit. When their scouts reported that the soldiers apparently had given up, the relief must have been overwhelming.


  They left behind an echo of the terrible events that occurred in the predawn darkness of August 9, 1877. Wilfred Otis Halfmoon, a Nez Perce whose great-grandfather was killed during the battle, worked as a cultural interpreter at the battlefield for several years and said that he often could feel the spirits of the dead around him. In Big Sky Ghosts Vol. 2 by Debra D. Munn (Pruett Publishing Company, 1994), Halfmoon talked about an experience he and a friend had at Big Hole National Battlefield in the 1960s. The two young men were visiting the battlefield with a church group and decided to camp overnight beside the river. At first all was quiet, but after a while they began to hear disturbing noises.


  “Later we began to hear women crying, babies squalling, and then a terrible screaming,” Halfmoon told Munn. The two boys climbed up the hill where the Nez Perce horses had been pastured before the battle and looked back toward the campground. They could see nothing, but the eerie sounds continued.


  “They were noises I never wanted to hear again,” Halfmoon said. “Even today I can still feel the presence of those people. I don’t hear the sounds as much any more, not like I used to. Most of the Nez Perce don’t like talking about such things, but I know that others have had the same experience.”


  On rare occasions, non-Native American visitors have heard inexplicable noises on the battlefield, though not the sounds of the battle itself. Jeff and his wife Natalie are historical re-enactors who add to the colorful Wild West atmosphere in Virginia City and Nevada City each summer. They enjoy visiting historic sites and over the years have had a number of uncanny experiences.


  One of those incidents occurred the day Jeff visited Big Hole Battlefield. He had left the trail and was picking his way through the scattered clumps of willows along the banks of the Big Hole River when he began to hear voices.


  “I knew I was the only visitor down there,” he told me, “but I could hear the sounds of a village, with children’s laughter and people calling to one another. I couldn’t make out the words. Then I started to hear a ‘huffing’ noise in the bushes around me. I’ve heard white-tailed bucks huff at me during hunting season, but I looked around and nothing was there.”


  The voices instantly ceased when Jeff stepped out of the willows onto the trail. There was no village, no children playing. When he returned to the visitor center he mentioned his experience to a ranger, who didn’t seem surprised. “I got the feeling that the ranger had heard similar accounts from visitors before,” Jeff said.


  Had Jeff somehow stepped back in time to the day before the attack? Or was this a residual haunting in which the tragic events somehow impressed themselves on the surroundings, to be replayed whenever someone of sensitivity is nearby?


  Robert and Carol Lampe of Butte also had an odd experience when they visited the battlefield during the week commemorating the 128th anniversary of the battle. The couple had been dating for a while but had not yet become engaged.


  On August 5, 2005, they walked to where the village had been in 1877. Robert said, “While sitting in the center of the village, Carol said that she could hear voices, as if a lot of people were present. At that moment, I felt compelled to ‘pop the question.’ Carol instantly replied, ‘Yes.’ No sooner did she reply than a pair of sandhill cranes flew right over us. At the same time, Carol said that she could hear people cheering, and then all became silent. We took the strange occurrence as an omen, and the next day asked a Nez Perce elder about it. He broke into a large smile and said it was a very good omen.” The couple subsequently married on Christmas Day, 2005.


  Their experience, and the apparent reaction of the voices to Robert’s proposal, seems to indicate that there may be more than just a residual haunting at the Big Hole Battlefield.


  I decided to ask a ranger about ghosts at the battlefield, even though National Park Service employees are usually reluctant to speak publicly about ghosts at our national parks.


  Ranger Tim Fisher listened quietly as I told him about Jeff’s experience. “I haven’t experienced anything ghostly myself,” he said. “I’ve heard that the Nez Perce can hear sounds, but I’ve been out there in the middle of the night and didn’t hear anything.”


  He was silent for a moment. “There were a couple of things that occurred that make you think, however. One year we set up a tepee to commemorate the anniversary of the battle. It was the first time in a long while that the native people had put up a lodge down on the battlefield. There were probably 125 people out there doing that, and 300 people up at the visitor center. There was a powwow going on, and children running around. As soon as we put that lodge up down below in the Nez Perce Camp, a little whirlwind came up and lifted the demonstration tepee located near the visitor center off the ground, carried it about five feet, and dropped it. There were five kids under the tepee.


  “The Nez Perce tell a story of how five children were killed in a lodge down there. When this tepee was lifted and dropped, it didn’t touch anybody. With all these people milling around, no one was harmed. It lifted up high enough to go over the kids’ heads that were playing in the tepee.”


  Fisher continued, “On the hundred-twenty-fifth anniversary we did a candlelight vigil. We put the number of candles for soldiers wounded or killed around the monument, and about ninety in the Nez Perce camp. We did that until about eleven-thirty or so. A couple hundred people came and walked out to the camp. Then we got the radio call to close it all out, and we went and blew out all the candles. Just as we blew out the last candle, this big meteor came, whoosh! It just lit up the whole sky like daylight. It lit up the whole trail. The timing was eerie.”


  He paused, and added, “I guess we did the right thing.”


  The Big Hole National Battlefield is a
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