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  To Mike and Sid Nickels of Camp Palawopec, Nashville, Indiana (www.camppalawopec.com).




  Mike and his wife Sid are special people. Staff and campers return year after year to the friendly, beautiful woodland setting of Camp Palawopec for many reasons—but the primary reason is Mike and Sid.




  There is adventure at Camp Palawopec. There is camaraderie and sports and beautiful woodlands. There are even campfires with stories. And I am fortunate to have been there to tell a few.




  

    From ghoulies and ghosties and long-leggety beasties




    And things that go bump in the night,




    Good Lord, deliver us


  




  Cornish prayer
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  INTRODUCTION




  Do You Want to Hear Something—Really Scary?




  This book was designed for the adult who needs a good scary story to tell to youngsters in the eleven to fifteen age group. Why scary stories? In ten years of service as a scoutmaster to three different troops, and having worked with many other troops and groups of youngsters in summer camps and elsewhere, the most requested campfire event has been a good scary story.




  Humorous tales, Indian legends, parables, and educational stories all have their place. And indeed I have treated my Scouts to all of them. But the most often verbalized request—almost a challenge it seems—is, “Scare me.”




  It might appear impossible to compete with the magnificent visual effects of videos and movies that particularly lend themselves to adventure stories. But actually a good story can have far greater entertainment impact. A story requires the listener to use his or her own imagination—the movie spoon feeds its visual and sound effects, it leaves no room for personal imagination. No experience in the visual arts is more powerful than the human imagination.




  Scary storytelling is a craft, and to achieve the greatest success, there are certain skills and techniques that should be utilized. Here are some aspects of this craft that should be employed for optimum results:




  

    • Enjoy and have fun telling the story. Be relaxed. Do not be afraid of “hamming it up” a little, perhaps at times making a fool of yourself Being stiff, formal, or even worried about the story will noticeably distract and make the listeners uncomfortable.




    • Maintain eye contact with the audience. This absolutely precludes reading a story. It must be memorized well enough that the story can be told without referring to notes or in any other way distracting from the intensity of the story at hand. I probably never tell the same story exactly the same way twice. Get the general facts down and then improvise as necessary to keep the story moving smoothly.




    • Stay in close physical contact with the audience—the closer the better. Being on a stage or behind a podium is terrible. Close contact is much easier to maintain in small groups than large ones. One has to make up for distance due to a large group with increased personal intensity and magnetism—not always an easy order. Especially at first, keep the group small.




    • Do not get hung up on details—yet it is details that can give a story its authenticity. Try not to get tripped up on names, dates, or other “facts,” as children are quick to notice these discrepancies. There is certainly nothing wrong with making up these finishing touches as you go along. Each story in this book has an outline with details of names and other facts that can be changed by the storyteller. I frequently use names at the beginning of a story to provide some reality—then if I forget which name went with which character as the story unfolds, I simply work around this mental block by referring to the character by some other description (young man, old man, hunter, prospector, his friend, and so on).




    • Set a quiet mood before beginning the storytelling session. I find that tired audiences are best. Keep your group active during the day. The properly constructed evening program consumes extra energy and then quiets them down; it puts your listeners into a reflective and receptive mood. This is a must, or the storytelling should be put off to some other day. It is impolite to yourself or other members of the group to attempt to tell a story when some members are uncooperative or rowdy.




    • If possible, organize a campfire program, as this is an ideal storytelling medium. A campfire program is the perfect way to use up all the energy of young audiences. As the program begins, incorporate audience-participation elements with skits, songs, stunts—all designed to include each audience member. Limit storytelling by youngsters, however, as this can sometimes drag on terribly; a certain amount can go a long way. You can get youngsters involved in other ways; they can physically set up the program and help run it. The end of the campfire program, after the embers have burned down low, is the perfect time for telling a scary story.




    • While it is possible to have a story session, even a “campfire program,” without a real campfire—build one if at all possible. Who doesn’t feel a mystical sense of awareness when staring at the flames of a campfire? Frequently children are admonished not to play with the fire to prevent possible injury—but who hasn’t placed a stick in a fire, stirred the coals, and watched the swirling embers go skyward, pondering the mysteries of the universe? This can be allowed in a small group. In a bigger group, an adult can build a larger fire, and the embers blaze skyward on their own. Large or small, a fire can play a very important part in setting the mood for a memorable storytelling session.




    • Avoid props and other shenanigans. Props are completely unnecessary when telling an intense and scary story. You also needn’t have a secret agent assist you by jumping out of the woods or dressing up in a scary costume. In fact shenanigans of this nature distract from the basic story and take away from its credibility.




    • Use different inflections of voice to add moments of fear or excitement to your story. In general, tell a story with intensity and direct visual contact. At a certain point in the story—when you know that the victim or person in the story might let out a scream—break your intensity with a sudden shout or scream. With proper timing, everyone listening will literally lift about two inches off his or her seat.




    • Give your scary story credibility. A ghost story that has a detached hand crawling along the floor, trying to strangle its victims, might be entertaining, but it does not fulfill the request for a memorable scary story. If you start your storytelling session with true or believable tales, the audience will be held in your grasp, spellbound.


  




  Frequently one may find good source material at libraries, in scary comic books, short-story books, newspaper articles, folklore books, Indian stories, from inspiration at historical site markers, and in local legends. Books of short stories are frequently difficult to convert to campfire tales, as the stories tend to be too long and contain too much important descriptive detail.




  Each story in this book has been outlined to provide an easy refresher of plot and certain details for use prior to telling. The outline is in large type in case this book is being reviewed in the dim light of a flickering campfire.




  I have used special aids in this book to help you in storytelling. Words in CAPITAL LETTERS should be said loudly. Sentences ending with an exclamation mark (!) should be said rapidly, with great energy—not loudly, but depending upon the circumstances, with mystery or urgency. Phrases in capital letters with an exclamation mark mean to “let it all hang out.” At times a phrase like “AAAUUUGGGHHH” will appear. This is a loud shout or noise of some sort, the most comfortable loud vocal racket you can make. It does not have to be an “augh” sound—just a good scary, sudden noise or scream.




  Now, sit back, relax, and enjoy this book. Soon you will be able to say to your campers, “Do you want to hear something—REALLY scary?”




  1
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  THE VALLEY OF THE BLUE MIST




  as told by Doc Forgey




  About a hundred years ago there were three boys who decided that they would go to the gold fields in California and try to strike it rich. In those days, youngsters very often left home at an early age. The discovery of gold in California could mean wealth, perhaps more important, a chance for adventure and to leave hard and drab work in the East.




  These three youngsters decided to band together—after all, they had known each other all the way through grade school. They liked and trusted each other, and had helped one another often before. It was a dangerous long journey. They took the money that they had and were able to buy passage on an ocean-going ship that sailed around Cape Horn off South America. They arrived in San Francisco, and from there they headed to the gold fields.




  Well, they were late in arriving. When the news of gold spreads, it spreads fast. Adventurers from all over the United States, from the Orient, from around the world had made the trek to California.




  As they traveled to areas where the latest rumors told of great finds, they did so as part of a large, milling mob of eager gold seekers. Life was expensive. This was the frontier, and everything had to be brought in from small communities that were not large enough to support such demands on their farms and craftspeople. Local farmers and workers had frequently deserted their work and had joined the gold seekers.




  But a living COULD be scratched out, and who could tell, anyone might strike it rich by finding a Mother Lode. So they joined the crowds and kept working the placer deposits, finding a little color (as gold was called when found mixed with the stream gravel). Placer deposits are hard work. Gold that has been washed down from the hills by the rivers is mixed with the stream gravel. By scooping up pans full of this mixture and washing the lighter stones away from the heavier gold, the prospectors could separate the valuable gold dust and nuggets.




  But the goal was to find a Mother Lode—the source of the placer gold. Prospectors always tried to follow the grains of gold up the riverbeds, hoping they would be led to the vein of gold from whence these nuggets were cut and carried by the water. Then, instead of washing and washing for mere specks of gold, they would have a solid vein of pure gold to cut away from the surrounding rock! They would have wealth beyond their wildest dreams!




  One day the three boys came upon a river that only had a few miners working the placer deposits near a fairly large, but abandoned tent camp. They thought that there wouldn’t be much gold there, otherwise there would be more miners. But when they started to pan, they found some of the best gold that they had come across! They were excited! By working this stream they could make a fortune if the gold held up!




  Soon dark approached. They joined the few other prospectors at the tent camp to cook supper and were invited to stay in an abandoned tent. They were amazed at how rich this stream was, and yet how few miners were working there.




  An old man told them, “You need not be surprised, boys. You may not be here long either. There are things more important than gold! But whatever you do, as long as you stay in this valley, get into the tents by nightfall. Don’t get caught in the valley in the blue mist. People die who get caught by it. It carries some sickness, but we have survived it. Do as we do, get into your tent before the blue mist comes down the valley!”




  And that night, the blue mist again came. At first fingers of a thick blue fog rolled down the valley and curled around the tents. It was dark, about ten o’clock, and the lantern cast an eerie glow with the fog lapping higher and higher on the tents, until finally all was obscured.




  The three friends were safe in a tent, hardly believing what the old-timers had told them, but not wishing to dare their luck either. Day after day they worked the riches of this stream; night after night they sought refuge in the tents as the blue mist slid down the river from higher in the valley, obscuring everything and bringing all activity outside the camp to a stop.




  And as they would work any other river, by day they panned farther and farther upstream, looking for richer color, looking for a concentration of gold that might mean that they were nearing the Mother Lode. But they always made sure to heed the old men’s advice to be back in the tent camp by nightfall, long before the fingers of blue mist curled down the valley.




  One day they spotted an abandoned cabin, high in the valley. Its door was unlocked, and upon checking it out they found it fully furnished, apparently abandoned by the owner. That night they asked the old-timers about this cabin, so conveniently located high in the valley closer to the richer source of placer deposits that they had worked their way to.




  “Stay in the cabin by day, if you must. But whatever you do, get back to this camp by nightfall. Don’t let your greed cause you to get caught out there overnight. That cabin wasn’t abandoned—the owner was Bill Murphy, who some say was the first prospector in this valley. He died in that cabin, and by the way they found him, it was a horrible death. The same horrible death that kills anyone caught by the blue mist.”




  More than that, the old-timers couldn’t tell them. But they were obviously afraid for their lives. The valley and its blue mist was holding some terrible secret, and these old men would be of no help in solving the mystery.




  Mike, one of the three boys, finally had enough of the long trek back down to the tent camp, especially when there was a fully equipped cabin so close to their diggings. He announced one day that he was spending the night in the cabin. That morning he took his bedding, several days of his rations, and packed them along to the diggings. Tom and Roy tried to talk him out of it.




  “Why take the chance?” Tom asked. “We have it OK at the tent camp. We are making good money. And it’s obvious something terrible has happened in this valley. Those old miners aren’t afraid of anything, except the blue mist. Let’s just stay together and forget that cabin!”




  Mike wouldn’t hear of it. He worked with them during the day, but that night Tom and Roy had to return to the tent camp without him. And as the night wore on, they anxiously awaited the coming of the mist.




  About ten o’clock, as usual, the fingers of thick blue mist curled through the tent camp—soon obscuring all view of the twinkling light from the cabin up the valley. Finally, about one o’clock in the morning they heard something—they thought—way up the valley, possibly from the cabin. Tom couldn’t believe that they had let Mike stay up there alone.




  “We promised each other that we would stick together, no matter what,” he reminded Roy. The old prospectors were furious that they had let Mike stay up there, for they had learned to like these three boys from the East. They didn’t want anything to happen to them, and here they had gone and challenged the deadly blue mist.




  The night was terribly long. Tom and Roy couldn’t sleep that night as they waited for dawn so they could scramble up the valley to the cabin. The old prospectors also spent the night awake, worrying about their new friend.




  But morning finally did come, and they left as soon as the sun shined into the valley over the mountains, burning off the blue mist and sending light into the dark valley.




  When they got to the cabin, they couldn’t believe their eyes! Mike was dead. And worse, the cabin door was open and his body lay halfway out the door with a look of terror frozen on his face—terror that struck the others right to the heart. The old men said that they had had enough; they were leaving the valley for help. It wasn’t safe to stay any longer, no matter how much gold was there.




  Roy and Tom were stunned! And sick at their loss. And mad that they had not helped their friend as they had promised when they set out from home together.




  In a daze they returned to the now-abandoned tent camp after burying their friend near the cabin. They had to decide what to do. Should they return home to tell Mike’s parents? They had enough money to return home but not enough to buy a farm or to start a business if they returned now to the East. But more than that, they mourned their friend. This mourning turned to anger and frustration. Tom finally told Roy that they could not leave until they had done something to solve the mystery of their friend’s death. They could not go home without being able to tell Mike’s parents what had actually happened. Some beast or some person must be responsible for this, and whomever—or whatever—must be punished.




  Tom could think of only one way to do this. They must return to the cabin, armed, and spend the night. That way they could solve the mystery of the Valley of the Blue Mist!




  Roy was horrified! No way was he going to spend the night in that cabin! He thought the idea was crazy and he told Tom so in no uncertain terms. Tom was rigid in his plan. He felt that it was their duty, as they had abandoned their friend—they owed this to him.




  Roy could not talk him out of it. But there was no way that HE would go up that valley and spend the night in the blue mist. As evening approached, the boys each had his mind made up. Tom packed his gear, including their only rifle, and headed up the valley to the cabin. It was already late when he left, and he had to hurry to beat the blue mist.




  When he got there he made sure that the door was latched and windows shut. He moved the heavy table in front of the door, and to help support it, he also slid the heavy chest of drawers against it.




  Down in the valley Roy was alone in the tent camp. The old-timers had left in a hurry, not even taking their equipment. An old clock ticked on as night fell. He realized what a terrible error he had made. His friend was trapped at the cabin, he was alone in this dreadful valley. Just two nights ago he had been with the two best friends he ever had—without a care in the world. Now he was exhausted, alone without a rifle, and his remaining friend was at the head of a valley that was full of death and mystery.




  The minutes on the old wind-up clock ticked by. A proud possession of one of the miners, it had been left behind in the hasty abandonment of the camp. Soon it was ten o’clock; the fingers of mist again curled through the silent tent camp. Terror struck—Roy waited and listened. He could hear nothing. The swirling mist climbed higher and soon obscured all view of the stars and the other tents. He was utterly alone. Oh, how he wished he had stuck with Tom in the cabin—or wherever he wanted to go. After all, Tom was his best friend and might even now need his help. And how about him? He was alone and without a gun in an abandoned tent—alone in a thick, swirling mist.




  The night lasted and lasted, as nights full of terror always do. Soon the glow of the sun penetrated the thick fog, and the mist started lifting from the valley.




  Roy scrambled up the valley to the cabin. From the river’s edge he shouted for Tom—but there was no answer from the cabin! He climbed up the path . . .




  AAAUUUGGGHHH!




  THERE AT THE FRONT OF THE CABIN—THE DOOR OPENED, WAS HIS FRIEND’S BODY! It was twisted in an agony of death, the table and dresser were knocked over, the rifle was off to one side. The rifle had not even been fired! What could possibly have caught brave Tom so suddenly that he couldn’t even get a shot off?




  Roy knew what he had to do. He could not return home now, he had to find out what mystery the blue mist held. He had to avenge his friends’ deaths! Oh, how he wished he had stayed with Tom. How could he have been so stupid to have let him stay in this cabin alone, but now he had to make all of that up to both of his friends.




  He immediately returned to the tent camp. There he got nails and a hammer. He brought extra kerosene for the lantern and two extra lanterns. He brought rope and some old, empty cans. He would return to that cabin and avenge the death of his friends, come what may!




  Weighed down with his supplies, he took a last look at the now-abandoned tent camp. He trudged up the now-familiar streambed that he and his friends had worked together for so long.




  At the cabin he noted that the old dock that his friends had started was still ticking and the time seemed correct. He took nails and went to work on the windows, boarding them up—nailing them soundly shut. Nothing could possibly get in. He strung the empty cans on the rope around the cabin so he could hear anyone, or anything, approach. He raked the dirt so that he could see any footprints the next day. Finally, everything outside seemed ready. He shut the door of the cabin for the last time and firmly nailed it shut.




  He moved the dresser in front of the door. To further barricade it, he tried to move the large trunk located along one wall of the cabin. The trunk was incredibly heavy, too heavy to move. Opening it he found only a layer of old clothes, a belt, and a few odd items. The trunk had been nailed to the floor. Leaving it there, he filled the kerosene lanterns. He made sure the rifle was loaded and then started the long wait for night.




  Night comes suddenly in the mountains. When the sun finally lowers toward the horizon, it will suddenly dip behind a mountaintop and be quickly lost from view. Shadows appear immediately, and soon thereafter it is night.




  With night in this valley comes more than darkness. The dreaded blue mist starts forming in the chasms and rivulets that form the valley on the mountainside. & Roy waited, he watched the clock. Soon it was ten o’clock, and the mist started swirling beyond the cabin door, filling the basin of the river and sliding its way down to the abandoned tent camp. Fingers of mist slid between now-empty tents.




  At the cabin Roy continued to wait. His heart pounding, he thought of his friends and of his own danger. The night deepened, and outside the mist covered the cabin. He listened intently for any sound among the tin cans outside, any evidence of movement from the nearby forest.




  And finally he DID hear something. At first it was a quiet whisper. Then, more of a hiss. It sounded close, very close to the cabin. Could it be a snake? Or a whole coil of snakes? Surely there would have been some sign earlier when the others had been killed.




  The hiss was close, near the window. SUDDENLY HE FELT A TIGHT CONSTRICTION GRABBING AT HIS THROAT. He thought he was losing his sight, the cabin was becoming darker! No! It was the kerosene lights, they were flickering out!




  AAAUUUGGGHHH!




  VIOLENT SPASMS TWITCHED HIS BODY, HE GASPED FOR AIR, HE STRUGGLED TO ESCAPE! He couldn’t breathe! The light from the lamps went out. The hissing, more of a sighing, was louder now. Its location was easy to identify—IT WAS COMING FROM THE EMPTY TRUNK!




  He grabbed the dresser and threw it aside. The planks! He ripped at the planks, the spasm racking his body!




  Early the next day a column of men proceeded up the valley. It was the group of old miners, leading a posse from the nearest town. Upon finding the cabin sealed shut, they took their pikes to the door and smashed their way through. Inside they found the contorted body of the last of the three friends.




  These men decided that they would take matters into their own hands. Furiously they would destroy this cabin where so many had died. They started tearing it apart, board by board. When they reached the flooring, they too noted the old trunk nailed to the floor. Breaking it apart they made an incredible discovery. The trunk apparently had a secret false bottom. It covered a shaft leading into a hidden mine. And that mine proved to be the Mother Lode! Rather than claiming this rich vein of ore for what it was, the miner had simply staked a claim and built his cabin over the spot. Then he concealed the shaft opening with the trunk—a much better concealment than a trapdoor under a rug in the cabin. But unknown to the old miner, he eventually reached a pocket of deadly gas within his mine. When night fell in the valley, the barometric pressure dropped. On the outside this caused the blue mist to rise up from the ground. But inside the cabin, it allowed the mine shaft to start blowing air out its opening, just as a cave entrance will do when the pressure is right. But this mine air was laced with deadly cyanide gas, which, when it caught its victim, racked him with spasm and a very quick death.
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