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To Carol

From another life I knew….











How now, spirit! whither wander you?

—William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s
Dream, Act II, scene i.
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I have written the tale of our life

For a sheltered people’s mirth,

In jesting guise—but ye are wise,

And you know what the jest is worth.

—Rudyard Kipling

 


[image: tmp_a75dbe3273c83a3e9e34a29ebd30a657_NieiKD_html_5ca91d2.jpg]

 


Truly to speak, and with no addition,

We go to gain a little patch of ground

That hath in it no profit but the name.

—A soldier on his way to battle

William Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act IV, scene
iv.
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Chapter 1: Foreword


Mark Nesbitt has gathered a group of ghost tales that
seem to support his claim that “Gettysburg may very well be, acre
for acre, the most haunted place in America.” Certainly the wealth
of paranormal experiences he has collected in four books reminds us
that either the writer and those he interviewed all have vivid
imaginations, or we need to consider the likelihood that what they
experienced actually happened. This is not easy, for we live in an
age skeptical of things that defy scientific explanation, and
reluctant to embrace the mystical feelings and associations we may
have when visiting the Battlefield. While we all seem to agree with
a definition of Gettysburg as “hallowed ground,” we are not
comfortable in coming to terms with what that means. As the writer
Ed Linenthal points out in Sacred Ground: Americans and Their
Battlefields, “With the exception of Native American peoples,
Americans are not used to classifying their land as sacred. Holy
land is elsewhere….”

If our generation is reluctant to talk about things
seen and unseen, this was not true of the Civil War veterans, and
the rhetoric of their reunion speeches in return visits to
Gettysburg was filled with references to the “spirit of place,” the
“voices” of dead comrades, and the importance of contemplating the
meaning of their sacrifices on sacred ground. For example, William
J. Ayres, when addressing the veterans of the 95th Pennsylvania
Volunteers on July 2, 1888, remarked:

As we stand here together, as we remember how nobly
and bravely life’s work was done, let us imagine around about us
are the spirits of the brave comrades dead and gone, those who
stood with you when you took your solemn oath, and as we leave to
them their pure and noble fame, as we leave this spot so sacred, so
memorable, may we go forth exalted by this communion, and may we
take up life’s daily duties and responsibilities manfully.

Of course, perhaps the most eloquent reunion address
to evoke the “spirit of place” was given by Maj. Gen. Joshua L.
Chamberlain at the dedication of the 20th Maine monument on Little
Round Top on October 3, 1889. Often quoted in recent years, it
begins: “In great deeds something abides. On great fields something
stays. Forms change and pass; bodies disappear; but spirits linger,
to consecrate ground for the vision-place of souls.” To Mark
Nesbitt, those he has interviewed in this book, and Joshua
Chamberlain, those spirits unquestionably linger!

Dr. Walter L. Powell

March 13, 1998
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Chapter 2: Introduction


The stories keep coming in.

While organizing my material for this fourth book in
the Ghosts of Gettysburg series, it seemed as if I was never
going to get through the stack of letters and notes and photographs
sent to me by people who have had some sort of unexplainable
experience at Gettysburg. Piled up, the stack was easily a foot
high after I went through it a second time. It took me nearly five
weeks to read them all, analyze them for content and categorize
them into venue. Some of the letters date back to 1994—before
Ghosts of Gettysburg III, was written.

In addition to the stories there are a number of
remarkable things that have come to light because of the books.
First, the photos.

Though I have received numerous photos of strange
images, I have never included “ghost photographs”—with one or two
exceptions—in any of the three other books on ghosts I have
written. The reason was because I was never sure how they would
reproduce. My concern was threefold: 1) that they should appear in
thousands of books, and because of the printing technique, would
not show anything “ghostly”; 2) that they would show something not
faithful to the original photograph and therefore be misleading to
the reader; and 3) because I simply was not convinced that the
photos might not just be aberrations in the developing technique,
or something the photographers did while snapping the shot, that
caused a “ghostly” image to appear.

However, over the last several years, I have received
a number of quite remarkable photos, most of which were taken by
amateur photographers (it seems like everyone who visits Gettysburg
carries a camera) and some of which were taken by professional
photographers. Virtually all were taken with no expectation of
capturing a “ghost” on film. In fact, the one exception was the
professional who took nearly 1,000 photos, many in the notorious
“Triangular Field,” and was disappointed to announce that not a
single one showed anything out of the ordinary. And there was the
instance where a local TV crew came in to document the experiences
of an earlier crew whose equipment failed. As if to prove its
palpable and interactive existence, “something” caused both cameras
to fail.

I classify “ghost” photos into two general
categories: Those seemingly showing an energy source not visible to
the photographer at the time the photo was made; and what I call
the “matrix” variety.

The matrix type will usually show a photograph of a
group of trees, or rocks, or perhaps an open field of wheat or
grass. The photographer and friends will see somewhere in the
matrix field a face, or a body outlined by the leaves or shadows on
the rocks, or in the windblown grass. And while they may have
actually taken a photo of something paranormal, I have to excuse
many of the photos because it is like looking at a Van Gogh or at
the clouds in a summer’s sky: if you use your imagination you can
see almost anything you want—sailing ships, faces, the Virgin Mary,
Abraham Lincoln, Elvis.

But the other types are most interesting. They show a
bright area on the photo, an energy source that illuminates just a
section of the picture. Sometimes the source is blue or green;
sometimes it is bright white. Sometimes it shows up as a ball of
light; sometimes as a streak or blur. Most times the photographer
will explain that the image was not visible when they snapped the
picture, which means that it was just a momentary emission of
energy, occurring coincidentally with and lasting only as long as
the shutter was open.

I have talked to professional photographers and
developers, and their opinion is that the images could be what are
called “lens flares,”—but only if they have sharp edges reflecting
the edges of the shutter after it had opened. There is also the
possibility that the images came from an over-application of
developing emulsion, or something in the darkroom that
inadvertently over-exposed the print. Yet some of the photos have
come from professionals who did their own developing, sometimes
repeating the process several times to make sure everything was
done correctly.

Polaroid film seems to be the most sensitive, but it
is also prone to showing smears or lights, since the developing
technique and film handling are not very controlled, as they would
be in a photo lab. As well, there is no opportunity to redevelop
the film to see if there might have been something in the
mechanical processing to cause the anomaly.

But certain modern developments in cameras—in
particular, digital cameras—leave no opportunity for a foul-up in
developing. The images come right off the disk to be viewed on the
small screen in the back of the camera, with no developing
emulsion, no human handling of the film at all.

Recently I had the opportunity to meet some “experts”
in ghost photography. They have taken many photos which they
consider to be images of spirit phenomena and have classified what
they have captured into three general categories: 1) “Globes” of
light energy; 2) Fog-like, shapeless or partially-shaped,
translucent images which they call “ectoplasm”; and 3) seemingly
solid white “vortexes.” They have examined many of the photographs
sent to me by others and have confirmed that, indeed, the
photographers may have captured the spirits of individuals in
places that once contained their earthly bodies. Or, at least they
caught the same phenomena in their photos as the people who were
using special techniques and taking photos for the specific purpose
of capturing a spirit on film.

The photos have been carefully selected to eliminate
those that may be of the matrix variety, and those that may just
show some sort of common photographic error in either the making of
the picture or the developing. Several are published herein, as
well as one photo taken by the author on his first try at “spirit
photography.”

Another remarkable thing is the volume of
unexplainable experiences that apparently have occurred at
Gettysburg. People who have never had a paranormal experience in
their lives write to me; they come to Gettysburg and there, in a
vacant field they see a lone soldier, or perhaps several, moving as
if going into battle, or retreating as if they have seen entirely
too much of life and death, moving, moving, then…vanishing. People
write about hearing strange things: drum taps, bugles, orders being
shouted, bagpipes, screams, curses, whisperings. And of smelling
out-of-place odors like sulfur smoke, or burning pipe tobacco, or
decaying meat. They describe being physically touched, as if
someone had grabbed them or tapped them on the shoulder, or as if
they had stepped on something that felt uneasily like flesh and
bone beneath their foot, and finding nothing when they tried to
examine the source. They write of the feelings and the visions they
have just being at Gettysburg; of some sort of connection
with another world that is so close it can be reached in an
instant, if everything is just right, if the time is right, and the
attitude is right. Whatever it is that they are seeing seems to be
sensitive to our feelings as well—more sensitive perhaps of ours
than we are of its feelings—and so would seem intelligent in that
it reacts to us on at least a psychic level.

Finally, I am amazed that there are people out there
who still claim that nothing paranormal is happening at Gettysburg.
I am amazed because of the sheer volume of letters I have in my
files from people who have had a paranormal experience at
Gettysburg. This is the fourth book, but I have enough accounts for
another book, and perhaps another after that. The stories of
people’s experiences, if nothing else, provide a body of data that
can be analyzed, like a sociological study, to extract
patterns.

There are still many out there who refuse to believe
either me, or the seeming phenomena that occur at rare places upon
the earth, or the average, normal people who experience these
things and, though reluctant, feel compelled for honesty’s sake
(and in spite of the fact that they risk being humiliated by
non-believers) to share their experience. Historians (of which, in
Gettysburg, there are a superabundance) and pseudo-historians (of
which there are even more) have numerous reasons for denying the
obvious fact that large numbers of visitors have had
unexplainable—perhaps even paranormal—experiences here. Oddly, many
of the historians cannot say why they have been drawn to
Gettysburg—“A feeling, when I was very young that I was supposed to
be here,” or something even less logical. Even stranger, is the
primary source material for the stories….

For the explanation of the Battle of Gettysburg, we
have several “primary” sources: the Official Records, which are
reports that were written shortly after the action and often
reflect a defensiveness (if the subject unit behaved poorly or was
defeated in the battle) or an overstatement of the unit’s
participation. Rather than being unimpeachable sources, the
Official Records are necessarily biased.

Then there are the memoirs of individual soldiers,
tainted by the same bias as the Official Records, but with the
curse of hindsight, necessitating the individual to either overly
defend his unit’s (or his own) actions. In addition you have the
unique phenomenon called “The Fog of War,” which is another term
for memory failure brought on by the trauma of combat. And, believe
it or not, you have some outright lying, which, as any historian
will acknowledge, occurred more frequently than any of us would
like to admit.

As well, the witnesses to the Battle of Gettysburg
are all dead. Getting them into a courtroom to raise their right
hands and swear upon a Bible that their account of the battle is
exactly the way it happened is problematic. Therefore, questioning
them is out of the question.

However, if you would like to question any of the
primary sources for the stories in this book, the eyewitnesses
(provided they are willing) are available for questioning. I always
say to my fellow historians: put your primary sources on the
witness stand and I will put on mine, and we will see who gets the
better answer.

Interestingly enough, one of the main complaints
scientific types have about “ghost experiences” is that they cannot
be replicated in a laboratory. To this there are two answers:

1) The experiences can be classified as “anecdotal;”
in other words, they happen very infrequently or perhaps just once.
That, of course, is no reason to discount the event and claim that
it never happened and that the observer must be mistaken. Many
scientists agree on the “Big Bang” theory of creation, which
apparently happened only once, was witnessed by no one, and cannot
be replicated in a laboratory.

2) Some researchers have been able to locate and
photograph what they believe are spirit entities at certain
places—cemeteries, battlefields—and can predict, by using
scientific instruments, where the invisible entities are located
for photographing. In other words, they can replicate their
results time and again, in certain “laboratories.”

But the final statement on whether ghosts at
Gettysburg exist comes from the National Park Service, a branch of
the United States Government. When I was a park ranger at
Gettysburg, we were told to say that there are no ghosts at
Gettysburg. To my knowledge, they are still reciting the party
line. That, in itself, tells you something. As we have seen
countless times before, if the government is denying it, there
must be something to it!
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Chapter 3: A Special Hell


…the members of the 99th, every man of them
looked like ghosts, and it was not until after I made the discovery
that I came to the conclusion they thought I was the only man in
the regiment not frightened half out of his senses….

—Color Sgt. Harvey May Munsell,

 99th Pennsylvania
Infantry1

 


Devil’s Den. The name echoes down through time like a
great gong ringing the death knell of a thousand boys in butternut
and blue.

It would, at first, seem like a good place to fight.
Combat, like some twisted child’s game, demands hiding places and
cover and surprise. And all this the immense rocks and boulders of
Devil’s Den provide. But trying to move men through the labyrinth
in battle lines was impossible, and so the fight took on the
characteristics of what some of the men called Indian fighting:
peering around corners, sprinting from one rock to another, never
knowing when you will round a corner and run right into the muzzle
of a loaded musket, or the pointed end of a triangular bayonet.

 And the fight for Devil’s Den just
gobbled men up. Before the Confederates got to the Den, they first
had to cross a strange triangular-shaped field. Much of the savage
fighting took place there, with waves of men from Texas and
Arkansas and Alabama and Georgia fighting men from New York and
Maine and Indiana and Pennsylvania. Hanging over the rock wall at
the top of the Triangular Field were four guns of Smith’s 4th New
York Battery,2 no doubt loaded
with canister, the deadly, giant shotgun shell used against packed
infantry that shredded men into fine bits. In support of the guns
were the granite men of the 4th Maine, and the 124th New York,
whose major, James Cromwell, seemed too brave for his own good.
Twice, as the Rebels advanced up the slope of the Triangular Field,
the 22-year-old requested of his regimental commander, Col. A. Van
Horne Ellis, that they attack the disorganized Texans who led the
assault. The men around him objected when he mounted his horse in
the tempest of fire, saying, “The men must see us today.” Ellis
finally gave permission for Cromwell to charge. Within minutes the
major went down with a bullet in his heart. Imploring his men to
save their major, Ellis rose in his stirrups and took a soft lead
minie ball in the head. The men of the 124th New York,
affectionately nicknamed “The Orange Blossoms,” the pride of their
home county of Orange, New York, were within minutes of
annihilation when they withdrew from their exposed position in the
oddly-shaped farm field. Roughly 41 percent of the Orange Countians
would never see their homes again, or would see them as changed
men, either physically—missing an arm or leg or hand—or mentally,
as men who had seen too much horror to ever be the same again.

After the withdrawal of the 124th New York, things
happened quickly. Alabamians charged through the Triangular Field
and into the jumble of boulders beyond it. Some men advanced
boulder to boulder through a place soon to be appropriately named
by men who helped it gain its name with others’ blood, “The
Slaughter Pen.” Texans held the crest above, but only for a
while.

Again like a child’s game of “Capture the Flag,” the
fighting continued through the maze of rocks. But instead of
children’s instruments of sticks and tin cans drawing shouts and
peals of laughter, more hideous implements drew screams and shrieks
and low, agonized moans of the wounded.

Soon the Texans were driven from the crest by the men
from Maine and Pennsylvania. Fighting in and for their home state,
they had a greater stake in this battle than any other troops
there.

 The bodies of Cromwell and Ellis
were stretched out on a large boulder to the rear of the remnants
of their reformed line. Other officers fell, crumpled on the sparse
spots of flat ground; still more bodies were folded awkwardly,
painfully wedged between the unforgiving rocks. Down the slope a
ways could be seen through the battle smoke a disembodied, bloody
hand and arm eerily waving back and forth, back and
forth….3

 Georgians now took over the
unwelcome duty of advancing up the slope of the Triangular Field
and through the ravine formed by the huge boulders of Devil’s Den
and the side of Big Round Top along Plum Run. Men were killed in
every way imaginable, as if Death itself were some infinitely
creative artist painting the Apocalypse. A popular officer was
felled when an artillery shell exploded in front of him and a
fragment struck him in the head. A soldier passed him “laying on
his back with half his head shot off.”4
Another man was shot through the top of his head, victim of the
position of the Yankees higher on the rocks.

The Confederates in the Slaughter Pen were attacked
by men from the 40th New York Infantry, but it was in vain; the
rest of the Union troops in the area were about to begin a retreat.
At about the same time, Georgians united with Texans and overran
Devil’s Den.

The 99th Pennsylvania’s Color Guard was particularly
obstinate about leaving the ground of their native state. Perhaps
it was because of a premonition of death and resignation to it that
18-year-old baby-faced George Broadbent from nearby Lancaster,
Pennsylvania, fought as he did. Firing until nearly his last
cartridge, he turned to his color sergeant to ask what they would
do when the ammunition ran out. Turning his head meant the Rebel
minie ball smashed into his temple and, according to the color
sergeant, “He fell to the earth, the blood squirting out of the
bullet hole over his battle begrimed face.”
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Part of the Slaughter Pen.

Broadbent’s friend Charles Herbster came over to the
body, took out his handkerchief and wiped the blood off the child’s
face. In an act only soldiers can understand, he bent and kissed
the boy’s gentle face, then planted himself on his knees behind the
body and, along with another man from Lancaster, began firing as
fast as he could. As the regiment got the order to retire, the
color sergeant told them they should come along, but they would not
leave the Broadbent boy. The next day, the sergeant found Herbster
dead and lying across the body of his young friend who he had
refused to leave even in death. It turned out that Herbster, too,
had talked of a premonition of dying a few hours before the
battle….

 And the color sergeant Munsell, as
he retreated with the regiment, a shell excavated a hole in front
of him. Stunned by the explosion he fell headlong into it. When he
awoke he was within Confederate lines and so he “played ‘possum,’”
until a surge of Federal troops “recaptured” his shell-hole. Some
of the Union troops in the area must have thought him a ghost, or
perhaps recalling their scripture, feared that this was the day of
judgment as Munsell rose from the very earth like a figure from the
Great Resurrection.5
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