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Chapter 2: Introduction

 The sciences, each straining in its
own direction, have hitherto harmed us little; but some day the
piecing together of dissociated knowledge will open up such
terrifying vistas of reality, and of our frightful position
therein, that we shall either go mad from the revelation or flee
from the deadly light into the peace and safety of a new dark
age.

–H. P. Lovecraft

 


Much has happened in the field of paranormal
studies since I wrote Ghosts of Gettysburg in 1991. Cable
television programs touting “ghost hunting” have blossomed,
throwing the field of paranormal studies into popular culture and
prompting countless “water-cooler” debates during work hours.
Millions watch “Ghost Hunters,” “Ghost Adventures,” “Paranormal
State,” and specials such as “Mysterious Journeys,” the program in
which my team was featured on the Travel Channel. But, in spite of
the popularity and high profile of these programs, one must ask,
how far has the field of paranormal studies advanced?

Actually, the field has advanced incredibly
since my first foray into it collecting stories in the 1970s. Most
advances in technology, theory, and practice, however, are not
shown on television due, no doubt, to several demands, not the
least of which is ratings. Time constraints of a 30 minute,
commercial-laced format force Jason and Grant (among others,
including myself and my team) to compress an investigation of a
“target rich environment” from what should be several days with
return visits, into something more compact and less revealing.
Project editors cut and paste dialogue and scenes to their own
vision, and much raw, but important, footage (and verbiage) is
found on the proverbial “cutting room floor.” The caveat is
obvious: television is not where the real work in paranormal
studies is being done. Sadly, with the way things are, you may
never see the advances which draw us closer and closer to the dead
and allow us to begin rudimentary communications with those whom we
will inevitably join in the Other World.

Much has happened in my personal study of the
paranormal since 1991. Before that, I was merely an historian,
chronicling the folklore of the area as I had heard it after
several years as a park ranger, and several more as a writer. But,
as happens to anyone who is the least bit curious, one thing led to
another. I started attending paranormal investigations—“ghost
hunts,” if you will—when the (then) experts came to Gettysburg. The
battlefield (which, to many people’s surprise, includes the town),
is one huge laboratory for the study of the paranormal. The events
of the past created the “perfect storm” for a haunting: Up to
51,000 casualties in just three days; concentrated physical and
emotional trauma surpassed only a few times in the history of
humankind; immediate, sudden destruction of the physical bodies of
soldiers so quickly that realization of their own deaths could not
be comprehended; hasty burial by the thousands in unsanctified
graves; inadvertent desecration of those graves by farmers or later
developers; and the realization that between 800 and 1,300 bodies
are unaccounted for, strewn below the manicured fields of the
National Park, or between the buildings and playing fields of the
college and seminary, or forgotten in back yards of the town
itself. While the physical carnage ended nearly a
century-and-a-half ago, the carnage to the spirits of these brave
men continues.

So practically anywhere I went in Gettysburg
had the potential for a paranormal investigation, enough fodder to
last a lifetime. But other venues called. I attempted to compile a
list of all the areas I’ve investigated over the last few years. It
filled two single-spaced pages. I have been on or conducted well
over two hundred investigations, from New Orleans to Vicksburg,
Mississippi, and down the east coast, collected some 1,200 stories,
gathered well over 1,000 examples of “EVP”—electronic voice
phenomena—and learned a great deal more about the strange but
ever-present entities I wrote about unknowingly in 1991. I wrote
five more Ghosts of Gettysburg books and two “how to/where
to” Field Guides for battlefield ghost hunters. In 1994 I started
the Ghosts of Gettysburg Candlelight Walking Tours®. Later, my wife
Carol, daughter Katie, and I started ghost tours in Fredericksburg,
Virginia, another incredibly fertile place for paranormal activity,
which gave me the opportunity to compare the “Ghosts of
Gettysburg,” with ghosts from Virginia’s Civil War battlefields. I
co-wrote with Patty Wilson two books on Pennsylvania ghosts for
Stackpole Books. So, to those who have been waiting for this
volume, Ghosts of Gettysburg VII, my sincere apologies for
the delay.

While I still consider the history as a
prerequisite to a haunting (which is why battlefields are so rich
in ghost lore), I have begun to realize that there is more to the
explanation of why a place (or person) is haunted than just a
violent past. In this volume, and future works, I hope to explore
more of the science involved in hauntings and how things like
energy (which is what ghosts—or anything, for that matter—must have
to manifest), its storage and release, plays a part in ghostly
experiences. I’ll also talk about the role of the perceiver as well
as the ghost in a haunting.

I believe now that humans have been using the
wrong science to study the paranormal, and especially ghost
phenomena. Since the mid-19th Century, professionals have used the
field of psychology—para-psychology to be precise—to study the
phenomena we cannot explain any other way. Psychology, as a social
science, has to do with data-gathering and analysis to yield trends
or statistics. There’s nothing wrong with that approach. I’ve used
the same techniques to analyze my own data—the stories I’ve
collected—and have come to some interesting, if not startling
conclusions. Although everyone asks, “Have you ever seen a ghost?”
a sighting of a spirit entity is one of the rarest of all
manifestations, comprising only about 10-11% of all my stories. A
good 60% of the stories have to do with people hearing ghosts—an
auditory apparition. And all the senses are involved including
touch (the cold feelings people get when in a haunted area, or even
a tap on the shoulder or face), smell (for example, of rotten
eggs—the same smell as Civil War black powder when it was burned),
and sometimes, rarely, taste, as it relates to the sense of
smell.

The gathering and analysis of data can yield
valuable information. But for the paranormal events to be
measurable and someday repeatable, I believe we need two other
scientific disciplines: neuro-biology, to find out what is
happening inside the perceiver when ghost phenomena are
experienced; and modern physics—quantum physics, to be precise—to
find out what is happening outside the perceiver during the same
phenomena. According to some scientists, there may even be a
connection between the two.

Physicist Henry Stapp realized that within
the human brain, the neural synapses devolve into micro-tubules so
tiny they act on the atomic level. This infinitely small space can
act on the quantum level. (The term “quantum leap” had been
misleadingly used to indicate a huge step forward in development;
actually “quantum” refers to something infinitely tiny, on the
atomic or sub-atomic scale.) This means that the human brain has
the capacity to detect events that cannot be seen or heard—such as
anything detected by extra-sensory perception.

Valerie Hunt, in her book Infinite
Mind, expands this concept to include not just the brain, but
also virtually every cell in the body, making human beings one big
antenna for quantum events.

There are many interesting concepts that have
evolved in quantum physics that relate directly to the paranormal,
although many of the authors of the physics texts haven’t made the
connection.

Most modern scientists concede that there are
probably parallel worlds existing simultaneously with ours, yet
invisible. Others, like Hunt, believe there is a vast “field” which
permeates everything on all levels and can act as a medium for such
things as paranormal events, like “hands-on healing.” Just as being
able to tune into a radio station is needed to listen, experiencing
those other worlds via the “field” may merely be a matter of tuning
our minds into their frequency using a consciousness trained to do
so. When someone runs into a ghostly Civil War soldier at
Gettysburg, have they simply, perhaps inadvertently, tuned into
that invisible field’s frequency?

There is the conceptual theory that reality
is being exercised on what physicist Lisa Randall calls “branes.”
The idea is that there are multi-dimensional “slices” upon which we
(and seemingly other realities) exist. These branes are apparently
not necessarily rigid but can flex, like a sheet of rubber with a
baseball thrown into it. If two branes flex enough and touch, can
they break each other’s planes and one reality temporarily enter
the other? Could the past reside on one of these branes? The real
question is how do we control these phenomena so that we can
glimpse into the Other World whenever we wish and spend as much
time there as we'd like garnering information from those who now
reside there?

And speaking of this “Other World” where the
dead reside: is this the place we have heard of during all our
existence as humans; is this “heaven?”

For some reason, scientists shun the study of
the paranormal. I think I know why. People still use the old saw,
“I don’t believe in ghosts,” putting ghosts into the category of
“faith.” Faith, of course, is the cornerstone of religion. Science
and religion, ever since the Inquisition, have been like oil and
water. I would like to see paranormal studies, especially the study
of the afterlife, now move more to the side of science than
“faith.” “I don’t believe in ghosts,” should start to sound like “I
don’t believe in apples.” Science, observation and the replication
of experiencing “apples” should apply to ghosts, too. True
scientists should want to study any unexplained phenomena. Some
scientists, like Dean Radin, have already delved into the
paranormal with their scientifically oriented minds. More “true”
scientists like Radin, whose curiosity about our world is as keen
as Newton’s or Einstein’s, are needed in the field of the
paranormal.

Hopefully this book, and those that follow,
will encourage that.
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Chapter 3: What’s Left of Camp Letterman

 The worst is Death, and Death
will have his day.

–William Shakespeare, King Richard II,
Act III, Scene ii.

 


In the 1970s, Gettysburg National Military
Park gave the figures for the number of combat troops who fought at
Gettysburg as 97,000 Union troops versus 75,000 Confederates. These
were always handed out by the ranger/historians with a grain of
salt because precise figures for the armies of the Civil War are
virtually impossible to ascertain. Muster rolls were taken one day;
the next day someone got sick and the figures in the ranks changed.
That is why officially a Civil War regiment was supposed to contain
1,000 men or 10 companies of 100 men each, yet the average size of
a regiment at Gettysburg was about 380. It is called attrition and
begins to happen on the day the men are mustered in. So the muster
rolls taken on June 30, 1863, cannot really be considered accurate
for the Battle of Gettysburg, which opened the very next day.

As well, these figures refer only to combat
troops and not support troops who do the mundane, but vital work to
keep the army supplied on their way to, during, and after the
battle. Logistics and supply for an army requires an army.
Teamsters, cooks, blacksmiths and wheelwrights, laborers, armorers,
surgeons and orderlies and more all made up the support troops for
the combat troops. Support troops may add tens of thousands to the
numbers of combat troops.

There were also quasi-official organizations
such as the Sanitary Commission and Christian Commission who
followed the armies to provide for the soldiers’ adjunct needs,
body and spirit.

Not to mention the nebulous group of people
associated with the army known as “camp followers” and “body
servants.” Many officers, especially in the Confederate Army, had
body servants; often slaves from home, but also paid servants, to
procure extra food, cook, take care of the officer’s uniform and
horses, and generally attend to them. Union officers had body
servants, too. Sometimes they were “contraband”—escaped slaves who
found their way into the Union lines and began following the
Federal Army as an eventual means to escape to the North.
Gettysburg hero Joshua Chamberlain had one such body servant and he
mentions him in his memoirs. “Body servants” might swell the ranks
of troops at Gettysburg by more than one third. Often, a small
group of men (sometimes called a “mess”) would hire a laundress
(often a contraband) to clean for them.

“Camp followers,” of course, were usually
females somehow associated with the troops. Officer’s wives
(although they might object to the term “camp follower”) visited
when the armies were encamped for a while. Occasionally, a common
soldier’s wife would take on the disguise of a fellow soldier and
accompany her husband as his “mess-mate.” A few women in uniform
were found dead on the field after the Battle of Gettysburg. There
may have been more, unidentified because of the nature of their
death-wounds. “Vivandiers,” were women who accompanied the armies
dressed in a particular uniform and often cared for the wounded in
a semi-official role. And then there were the true “camp
followers,” women of dubious moral character, who have been found
following every army that ever marched through history.

Once the battle was over, hundreds more
non-combatants streamed to the place of carnage, to nurse the
wounded or seek a relative they hadn’t heard from since the
fighting ended or just gawk at the dead and the blood-stained
fields they left. The Sisters of Charity—nuns from nearby
Emmitsburg, Maryland—and other Catholic Orders came to the
battlefield at Gettysburg to do what they could. Other kind-hearted
individuals were drawn to the fields and public buildings where the
wounded were brought. Some regretted it.

The visions they perceived assaulted the eyes
with a surreal quality. Unless you went to medical school, the
average person from the 19th Century was unaccustomed to what could
be so readily seen on every roadside and field into town, and on
every sidewalk, street, and backyard in Gettysburg.

Headless bodies. Bodiless heads. Men cut in
half. Parts of humans and pieces of bloody meat that may have once
been part of a human. Hands, legs, feet, arms, some in piles
waiting to be buried. Long strings of unidentifiable internal
organs. All festering, after several days, in the hot July sun.

And the smells. We of the virtually odorless
21st Century have trouble imagining what things must have smelled
like when people bathed perhaps once a week and most toilets were
outside. Now imagine two entire armies coming into town. Soldiers
aren’t so domesticated when it comes to using an outhouse that may
be all the way at the back of a lot, especially when the route
across the yard is being peppered with minie balls. Multiply the
daily excretions of each man by 200,000 for four days. Add to that
the manure produced (about ten pounds per day) by 90,000 horses.
Then throw in the smells of a few million pounds of meat (the
6-7,000 dead humans, the 5,000 dead horses, and the amputated limbs
of the tens of thousands of wounded) rotting in the July sun and
you have an assault to the olfactory nerves that defies
imagining.

Perhaps this is why, on certain sultry
summer nights, customers of the ghost tours return to our staff
with tales of smelling on the streets a strange, antique
fragrance—lilac or rose water—that hasn’t been used by women since
American soldiers of another war began bringing exotic perfumes
back from their visit to France in the early 20th Century. What
could it be? they ask. If they only knew the custom of the
Gettysburg ladies shortly after the battle whose nostrils were
assaulted by those smells when the wind changed and blew in from
the fields of carnage and their habit of carrying handkerchiefs
soaked in lilac and rose water to mask the malodors.

 I mention these things
because they are largely glossed over during the Ranger talks on
the battlefield and the presentations in the many museums in town.
Another concession to the sensitivities of the modern
tourist.1

Right after being wounded, a soldier made his
way (or was carried) to an aid station immediately behind the
lines, usually in a nearby woodlot for shade. A sort of triage was
performed there: the bleeding was stopped, if it could be, and a
doctor made a decision whether the man should be transported
farther behind the lines to the field hospital for further
care.

Field hospitals were usually set up in
commandeered public buildings or sometimes larger private
structures such as barns or homes. Some 20,000 wounded were spread
all over the acres of battlefield, throughout the Lutheran
Theological Seminary and Pennsylvania College buildings, and in
various buildings in the town. Delivery of food and bandages was a
logistical nightmare. Consolidation was recognized as the
solution.

 An area about a mile
to the east of Gettysburg on the road to York seemed ideal. It was
part of the George Wolf Farm known to locals as “Wolf’s Woods”
where they would picnic. It was on a rise in the terrain which
afforded air movement and there was a running spring. Most
convenient was the railroad, which curved to meet the road near the
site to facilitate in the removal of the wounded who recovered
enough to travel. Camp Letterman, named after the medical director
of the Army of the Potomac, was opened around July 20, 1863, and
contained from 130 to 150 tents for the wounded, surgeons, nurses,
and officers. There was a cook house located near the spring.
Ominously, there was a tent called the “dead house,” where those
who succumbed remained until they were taken to another tent: the
embalming tent. Somewhere south of the camp was the
cemetery.2
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As of August 10, the camp sheltered 1,772
sufferers, but reports have as many as 4,000 passing through Camp
Letterman.

Slit latrines were dug away from the camp,
yet one wonders how many wounded could actually make the hike two
or more times a day. The cookhouse had a special kitchen that
prepared “light” dietary fare for the wounded who required it.
Other than that the men were served soup, boiled beef and white
bread.

Finally in November 1863, the camp saw its
last patient leave. Nurse Sophronia Bucklin wrote, “The hospital
tents were removed—each bare and dust-trampled space marking where
corpses had lain after the death-agony was passed, and where the
wounded groaned in pain. Tears filled my eyes when I looked on that
great field, so checkered with the ditches that had drained it
dry.”

For years the fields that were “Wolf’s Woods”
and the site of Camp Letterman lay unused, as were the fields
across the York Road. Then, in the late 1970s, modern development
caught up with hallowed ground and hallowed ground lost. Name the
large box store or drug store chain and they probably have a
presence, along with car dealerships, restaurants, fast food
stores, and numerous motels.

And that’s where the trouble seems to be,
paranormally speaking.

 One theory as to
why a place may be haunted has less to do with the structure than
the ground upon which it is built. Time and again a building is
found to be paranormally active and the owners are nonplussed: how
can this place be haunted when it was built just a few years ago?
The reason, of course, is that the structure was placed upon ground
that may have a past that would lead to its being haunted. And why
would ground be haunted? We know that when humans die, they release
a burst of photons, what one scientist called a “light
shout.”3 As well, another scientist determined
that when DNA unravels—as in death—tiny bursts of nuclear energy
are released. And finally, when bones are broken, there is
piezoelectricity generated. Death and bones being broken are things
that happen in battle when a soldier is shot. One theory is that if
the geology of an area is filled with certain elements, they may
“capture” the burst of energy created upon death or wounding. One
of the elements appears to be quartz-bearing granite—the kind of
granite that is in superabundance all over the Gettysburg
area.

Often, in the course of an investigation,
I’ll bring in a “sensitive” or medium to help with supplying names
or hints as to where to go next with my questions for gathering
EVP. I have three that I trust implicitly. They are not what you
would expect. They don’t wear bright-colored kaftans and turbans
and do not carry crystal balls. They look like “soccer moms.” Julie
accompanied us one day out to the site of Camp Letterman to give
her impressions.

Julie is a Gulf War veteran. As soon as she
was on the Camp Letterman site, her paranormal sense was assaulted
by horrific smells. She expressed the thought that after she left
Iraq she hoped she would never smell them again: Old urine, bodily
excretions, and the smell of boiling cabbage.

The smell of bodily excretions makes sense.
Although the doctors at Camp Letterman were thoughtful enough to
dig latrines, some of the wounded needed assistance to get to them.
Often, help didn’t come in time and the men simply lay in their own
filth. This, no doubt, was what she “smelled.”

The cabbage smell was a mystery, until a
historian opined that boiled cabbage was not only a staple in the
local Pennsylvania Dutch diet, but was also thought to be good for
the bowels.

Julie also asked about the holes in the
ground, once again seen paranormally. Why were there so many?
Sophronia Bucklin may have answered that: Tears filled my eyes
when I looked on that great field, so checkered with the ditches
that had drained it dry.

Frank May is an executive for Pioneer Lines
Railroad, which operates the Gettysburg and Northern Railroad
freight line. But that’s just what he does in the daylight hours.
On his days off he is a paranormal investigator along with Rob
Conover, a medium from Illinois who has been seen on the television
shows, “A Haunting,” and “Ghost Adventures.” Several years ago,
Frank, Rob, Rob's son and a friend came east. Rob had never been to
Gettysburg, nor had his son. As a medium, for Rob it was more than
just a visit; it was a mind-blowing, overwhelming experience.

I stood and watched as Rob began to relate
what he was “seeing.” A few minutes and he grew silent. I asked him
what was wrong and he was speechless. “Are you on overload?” I
asked. He could only nod. It was such an intense experience that he
could not spend much time out on the battlefield. He quickly grew
physically exhausted and we had to call it an early day. Frank, Rob
and their party returned to their motel east of town, a motel that
had been built upon the very ground where Camp Letterman once
stood. Their day wasn’t over yet.

Because of a family emergency, Frank’s
roommate had to leave, so Frank occupied the second floor motel
room by himself. The first night he went to bed with the window
closed because the weather in the early spring was still cold. By
morning, the window was open. Frank does not walk in his sleep and
the window proved to be very noisy when he experimented with
opening and closing it. How it opened without waking him up was a
mystery. But not the only mystery to occur that week.
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Site of Camp Letterman

 


During the night, he made a mental note to
ask the management who was occupying the room across the hall. In
the middle of the night it sounded like “someone was tearing the
room apart,” like they were having a party or a fight: banging on
the walls, lamps being knocked over, people jumping on the beds. A
maid outside his room told him that was impossible: no one had been
in that room overnight. Frank hinted about his background in
paranormal studies and the maid began to tell him of some strange
happenings in the room across the hall from the one in which Frank
heard the ruckus, the very room in which Frank was staying!
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