
  Montana


  Ghost Stories


   


  Eerie True Tales


   


  Debra D. Munn


  The stories in this book were originally published in Big Sky Ghosts, Volumes One and Two (1993, 1994), by Debra D. Munn


  Copyright © 2007 by Debra D. Munn


   


  Published by Riverbend Publishing, Helena, Montana.


   


  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior permission of the publisher, except for brief excerpts for reviews.


   


  This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to distributor and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author and publisher.


   


  This book is available in a printed edition.


   


  ISBN: 978-1-60639-060-3


   


   


  Riverbend Publishing


  P.O. Box 5833


  Helena, MT 59604


  Toll-free: 1-866-787-2363


  www.riverbendpublishing.com


  Contents


  Things That Go Bump In Bannack


  The Ghost Who Didn’t Like The Rolling Stones and other Spooks at the University of Montana, Missoula


  Ghosts Of The Little Bighorn Battlefield


  This Property Is Condemned! Spooky Condos at the Big Sky Ski Resort


  The Gracious Lady Of The Grand Street Theater, Helena


  Spooks Galore In Mining City Mansions, Butte


  The Man In The Photograph, Great Falls


  Virginia City, Ghost Capital Of Montana


  Ghostly Garnet


  The Haunting Of The MSU Theater, Bozeman


  The Lonely Lady And Other Ghosts Of Chico Hot Springs


  Things That Go Bump in Bannack


  If having more than its fair share of shoot-’em-ups and hangings is what causes a place to be haunted, then Bannack, first capital of the newly created Montana Territory, should be fairly crawling with spooks. This typical Wild West gold mining town was, after all, the headquarters for outlaw sheriff Henry Plummer and his robber gang, the Road Agents, and it was also the place where many of them, including Plummer himself, were rounded up by a secret group called the Vigilantes and brought to justice on the gallows.


  With so much robbing and killing in Bannack’s past, we might reasonably expect to hear that Plummer’s spirit takes occasional midnight strolls up Hangman’s Gulch or that the shades of gunfighters frequently reenact their battles to the death inside Skinner’s Saloon. Well, perhaps they do; though, to my knowledge, no one has seen them. For, oddly enough, in this real-life “ghost town” that knew so much well-publicized violence, almost all of it by men upon other men, the only ghosts I’ve been able to dig up have been those of women, children, and animals.


  Lee Graves, a descendant of one of Bannack’s founding families and himself a photographer and author of the delightful Bannack: Cradle of Montana (Helena, Mont.: American & World Geographic Publishing, 1991), admits that in a ghost town, tourists often come looking for spooky stories and if they don’t actually find them, they imagine them.


  “But there are a couple of tales that really do seem to have something to them,” Lee said. “Several times, visitors have reported hearing a baby crying on the southeast side of town, in one of the old cabins that used to belong to early resident Amede Bessette. People ask whether anyone with small kids could be living there now. Of course, no one does, but the story is that either eight or fourteen babies died there of various diseases, including colic, typhoid fever, and smallpox. Epidemics of all kinds were quite common in the old days and many of the graves in the cemetery are for children who died in the mid to late 1880s. There are also quite a few from around 1913.”


  The ghostly crying is mentioned in a Halloween 1989 article by John Barrows of the Dillon Tribune. In “The Ghosts of Bannack,” Barrows wonders whether the babies are still crying in memory of that long-ago sickness and death. Perhaps a more likely explanation for the eerie sounds, if they really exist, is that the babies’ suffering was of such intensity that it somehow psychically imprinted the noise of their crying onto the walls or floors of the old cabin, to be “played back” under the right conditions.


  A more classic Bannack ghost story involves Lee Graves’ godmother Bertie Mathews who died several years ago at the age of ninety-three. “When she was a young girl, her best friend was a gal named Dorothy Dunn, and those two kids were as close as they could be,” Lee explained. “One summer day Bertie and Dorothy were together in one of those big swimming holes in Grasshopper Creek. I don’t recall how it happened, but somehow, Dorothy drowned. Her death really bothered Bertie and she went through many hard times because of it.


  “Sometime later, when Bertie was in her mid-teens, she was walking in the upper story of the old Meade Hotel, which her mother managed at various times through the years. Suddenly, she saw an apparition of her beloved friend. Dorothy was wearing a long blue gown, and her hair was flowing.


  “This incident scared Bertie so much that she hardly ever talked about it,” Lee said. “When I was a kid, my dad and I used to visit her quite often and, although he repeatedly asked her to tell us the ghost story from the hotel, she always refused. She would try to laugh it off and change the subject. But her older sister Georgia finally told Dad what Bertie had seen. All I know is that if Bertie said it happened, it did. She wasn’t superstitious at all, and she was quite religious.”


  Other stories about the Meade Hotel involve dogs that refuse to go inside. One of these dogs belonged to Dr. Dale Tash, the former curator of Bannack and professor of history at Western Montana College at Dillon. While Dr. Tash firmly rejected the idea that phantoms exist, at Bannack or anywhere else, he did admit that his dog was frightened, and of an entity much more horrifying than a mere specter a skunk!


  If they are indeed true, two final legends about Bannack appear to have all the right ingredients for ghost stories, but strangely enough, I found none in connection with them. In spook lore from around the world, one of the surest ways to stir up spirits is to bury someone improperly or to disturb that person’s final resting place. When Henry Plummer and two of his Road Agents were hanged in the wintertime, on January 10, 1864, the ground was frozen hard and the gravediggers didn’t feel like going out of their way to bury what they regarded as lowlife scum. Therefore, the bodies of Plummer and the two men hanged with him, as well as that of another Road Agent hanged previously, were all buried fairly close to the surface.


  According to Lee Graves, a few years afterward a doctor who was interested in Plummer got very drunk one night and dug up one of the outlaw’s arms. “No one is sure who the grave robber was, but he may have been Dr. Glick, the same physician who had taken care of Plummer years before when he’d been shot in the elbow,” Lee explained. “But whoever the man was, he was extremely inebriated and because he was on his way to a dance he thought he’d better get rid of his grisly find. So he left Plummer’s arm, still covered with flesh, in a snowbank outside the dance hall.


  “The doctor then went inside to enjoy himself, but he got a big surprise about thirty minutes later. His dog had been digging around in the snowbank, latched onto Plummer’s arm, and carried it right into the dance hall to savor it in warmth and comfort. You can imagine how fast that broke up the party.”


  In his book on Bannack, Lee Graves tells two versions of another local legend about the fate of Henry Plummer’s remains. The first and most probable says that around the turn of the century two drunks dug up Plummer’s skull and deposited it on the back bar of Bannack’s Bank Exchange Saloon. There the curious relic reposed until the saloon burned and, with it, all its contents. The second story is undoubtedly just that, a story, but is nevertheless fascinating. This account relates that the same old drunks dug up the skull, which finally found its way into the hands of a Bannack doctor. The unnamed doctor sent the specimen “back east to a scientific institution for study to try to figure out why Plummer was so evil.”


  If this second version has any truth at all, no one knows just what conclusions were supposedly drawn about Henry Plummer’s nasty character. But it does seem a bit odd that Bannack isn’t swarming with the ghosts of Plummer and his Road Agents. Could it be that they had enough of terrorizing their fellow citizens while they were alive?


  If the outlaws ever do decide to return, they will still be able to recognize their old stomping grounds. True, over the years fires have taken their toll on some buildings, others have simply deteriorated and fallen down, and some structures have been moved (in the case of the Goodrich Hotel, all the way to Virginia City, about eighty-five miles away). Other buildings were torn down for their lumber or even for firewood, but Plummer-era landmarks such as the Crisman Store, the Carrhart House, and the Xavier Renois House are still standing. It is the goal of the Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife and Parks to preserve rather than to restore Bannack, so that this little mining town will never be the flashy, overly commercialized tourist trap that some other historical places have become. Instead, Bannack will always be a ghost town in the truest sense of the word.


  The Ghost Who Didn’t Like the Rolling Stones


  (and other spooks at the University of Montana)

  Missoula


  Most hauntings take place in a fairly limited locale a particular room, a specific hallway, or a certain floor of a multistoried structure. But the University of Montana in Missoula has no fewer than four haunted buildings and the spooks inside don’t restrict their supernatural shenanigans to any special areas they seem to enjoy wreaking havoc throughout.


  Take the old theater in the Fine Arts building, for example. Here a spiteful phantom plays tricks on people such as Mary Vollmer Morrow, a student at the university from 1973 to 1977. Years later, Mary still gets the creeps when she thinks of the time she was teased by the ghost.


  “A group of us were leaving for a Montana Repertory Theater tour and we were supposed to meet early in the morning at the Fine Arts building,” she explained. “I arrived before anyone else, around five o’clock, and even though I hated being alone in that place, I went inside. I kept wishing the others would show up and, finally, I heard the outside door open. Then I felt a draft, just as if someone had come in.


  “Glad that somebody was there to keep me company, I ran to see who it was. But when I got to the door, I found it still locked with no sign that anyone had come through it. I stood there puzzled, and I heard the opening and shutting of the other door where I had just been waiting and felt another draft. I ran back again, but no one was there either, and that door was still locked too. This sequence of events happened four or five times, making me so uncomfortable that I decided to wait outside.”


  Mary also recalls that faculty members often brought their children to rehearsals and on more than one occasion the kids looked down from the balcony where they were playing and saw a mysterious person sitting in the audience. “None of us on stage could see him, but the children insisted he was there,” she said.


  The strangest occurrences from Mary’s days at the university came during a production of Macbeth, always considered the “unlucky” play by theater folk. “The night of the dress rehearsal, the entire set, including a specially built staircase, collapsed,” she remembered. “And on opening night, during the scene when Duncan and his army come in, our fog machine wouldn’t turn off, so the entire auditorium filled with fog. The actors couldn’t see the set or each other and kept falling off the stage and the audience couldn’t see the actors.


  “I played one of the three witches in that play, and as we stood over our boiling cauldrons and called out names of demons, we heard horrible screams coming from the back of the theater. We asked other people about them later, but apparently no one else had heard them. I don’t know whether or not the ghost was responsible for all these things, but we found out firsthand that Macbeth really is the unlucky play.”


  Mary added that no one knew for sure whose spirit was haunting the theater, but most people believed it to be that of a worker reportedly killed during construction of the building.


  Whoever the entity may be, other people have also reported feeling his presence. The drama department’s production coordinator, Steve Wing, felt an eerie sensation in one of the hallways of the old Fine Arts building. “I was working alone late one night in 1977 or 1978,” he explained. “My office is up on the second floor and I was leaving it to go down to the theater. As I walked into this one narrow hallway with a door at each end, I just sensed that someone was there with me. I can’t explain it any better than that, but the feeling was so oppressive that I put on my coat and left.”


  Brantly Hall is another haunted building on the University of Montana campus and the ghost there is supposed to be that of a student who committed suicide. Rumors such as this one are often hard to verify and different versions of the suicide story exist. One is that the student killed herself in the basement, while another is that she threw herself out a window. The most bizarre version of all is the one that former student Stacey Gordon heard, that the suicide victim was a young woman who stabbed herself with a metal comb after her father lost money in the stock market crash of 1929. “I went to the university for a year,” Stacey said, “and I remember hearing that her dog, a German shepherd, was also supposed to be haunting Brantly Hall.”


  No one I talked to reported any phantom dogs, but custodian Daniel Boone has definitely experienced eerie feelings in the old hall. “Rumor has it that the student who killed herself lived on the second floor when Brantly was still a dorm,” he explained. “It was later turned into an administrative office building and, because of the extensive remodeling, it’s now hard to pinpoint where the suicide was supposed to have occurred.”


  “I used to be a custodial crew chief in that building and I got chills every time I walked down the hallway,” Daniel admitted. “One time in 1987 another guy and I were alone in Brantly Hall when it was all locked up. As we were walking through the building, we both got the same tingling up and down our spines and, on the third floor, we kept hearing a noise like someone clapping his hands together. The sound seemed to be coming out of the ceiling and it was very loud.


  “We finished making the rounds of the third floor and when we came back to the stairwell where we had been earlier, a yellow slicker raincoat was lying there. We knew it hadn’t been there just a few minutes before and we were certain that we were the only people in the building. And, all the while, we kept hearing that loud, inexplicable clapping sound, which gave us a prickly feeling on the backs of our necks. The noise finally became so unbearable that we left and, ever since, I’ve been leery of going back.”


  Whether or not the suicide rumors at Brantly Hall have any basis in fact, they tend to make people nervous. Drama professor Rolly Meinholtz recalls the time that one of his students, a young man from Korea, was rehearsing for an outdoor theater production. In one scene, he seemed to be hanging himself from a tree outside Brantly Hall. Campus police became so alarmed at what they feared to be history repeating itself that they rushed to his aid. Needless to say, the student was stunned at having his rehearsal interrupted so dramatically.


  Another haunted location on the University of Montana campus is Jeannette Rankin Hall, named for the state’s first woman senator. This building began as the university’s library, but later became the law school. Now it is used mainly for classrooms. Custodian Jack Mondloch has heard doors closing when he knew that no one else was in the building and his boss, Jeanne Tallmadge, had an even stranger experience in the summer of 1981.


  “A large crew doing extra cleaning was on campus and another man and I were in charge of it,” she said. “He and I got together each night in Rankin Hall to discuss the next day’s work and at that time we also cleaned the top floor, which consists of four classrooms.


  “Generally in the summertime the buildings are only lightly used, but on one particular night we heard the sound of subdued voices coming through the closed door of the northeast classroom. It sounded as if fifteen to twenty-five people were in there carrying on a conversation, but we couldn’t distinguish any of the words.


  “We figured it was a class or discussion group, so we kept waiting right outside the door for it to be over,” Jeanne explained. “It got later and later and at eleven-fifteen I decided it was time for those people to get out.


  “I opened the door to tell them to leave and there was not a single soul in that room. Not one person. I ran to the windows and looked out, thinking that maybe the voices of people outside had carried so that they sounded as if they were in the classroom. But no one was there, either.


  “I was completely baffled by this experience,” Jeanne confessed, “but when I told other people about it, they claimed to have experienced the same thing.”


  Just a few nights after hearing the “phantom class,” Jeanne had another weird experience involving Rankin Hall. “I was walking away from the building when something made me turn around and look back,” she said. “All the lights were blazing in those second floor classrooms, even though I’d just turned them off. I went back upstairs and switched the lights off again, but by the time I got outside they had come back on. At that point, I decided they could just stay that way, because I was not going to enter that building again.


  “The same thing happened over and over that summer and one night I was with another person on the second floor when the hall light began to dim as if it were being controlled by a dimmer switch. Finally, it went off completely. Electricians took the lights apart to check them, but they couldn’t figure out why they went on and off like that.


  “Nobody really knows who or what is haunting Rankin Hall,” Jeanne explained, “but since it used to be the law building, we like to joke that the ghost is somebody who never got over failing the bar exam.”


  Fellow custodial worker Bob Williams has noticed that the odd phenomena in Rankin Hall tend to occur most frequently from August through October, during a full moon. Bob’s first unusual experience there occurred one August night in 1984 or 1985. “I heard noises downstairs and decided to check them out,” he told me. “As I went to go down the stairs, the light in the stairwell went off. I thought someone was playing around, so I went up the stairs and turned the light back on. I started to go back down and off it went again. I walked up and turned the light on one more time and I kept my eyes on the switch in the lower section to see who was playing a joke on me.


  “As I was going down the stairwell, the light went off again, but I could tell that no one had flipped the switch. So I went back up and turned it on one more time and started down the stairs. Sure enough, the light went off again. This time I just kept walking and the light continued to turn itself on and off, on and off. I’d had enough, so I left to have a cigarette.”


  Bob explained that for a while he wondered whether a certain coworker hadn’t somehow played a trick on him. “But then I found out that he had been way off in a different building at the time,” he said. “Again, we had electricians check for wiring problems, but they found nothing that could explain the strange behavior of the lights.”


  Bob’s eeriest occurrence at Rankin Hall took place on another late evening after the building had been locked up. “I was working in a little computer room off the main staircase when I heard a noise upstairs,” he said. “I went to the second floor, but found nothing out of the ordinary except some chairs in disarray. I straightened them up and went back to the first floor to resume cleaning, when I clearly heard someone walking around upstairs. This time I stepped outside the building and hollered up at the second floor, but no one responded.


  “I went back inside and I clearly heard footsteps coming down the stairs but no one was there,” Bob insisted. “I continued to hear them walking right in front of me and, as they did so, I felt a cool breeze and smelled a dank, musty odor. And then the footsteps went on into the basement. As you can imagine, I finished cleaning very quickly and got out.”


  Bob Williams has also encountered unexplained phenomena in University Hall, which contains administrative offices. Also referred to as Main Hall, this building has probably been the setting for more weird goings-on than any other on campus. “When we got ready to leave, we often heard doors slamming shut throughout the entire building,” Bob remembered. “At first we thought a prankster was to blame, but it happened so often that people were becoming afraid to work there.


  “One time we set a trap to catch the culprit,” Bob continued. “We went through the building, shutting and locking all the doors, and we stationed people near all the exits. With everyone and everything ready, we waited and sure enough, the slamming started again.


  “Several guys rushed to check the doors and what they found was startling. Some doors that we had locked were unlocked; some were open and some were closed and we didn’t find anyone who could have interfered with them. The door slamming continued the whole time I worked nights, and it was most frequent between 11:00 P.M. and 1:00 A.M. It’s probably still going on and nobody has ever been able to explain.”


  Daniel Boone has also heard the doors slam when he knew that no one else was in the building. “And these doors are solid wood, about two inches thick, with deadbolt locks on them,” he explained. “Even air blowing through drafty windows wouldn’t be enough to move doors that heavy. Lights also come on by themselves and we all joke about wanting to get the second and third floors cleaned before sundown, because nobody likes to be up there after dark. I’m a rational, sensible person, but I admit that several times I’ve been scared to death in Main Hall.”


  Daniel’s fellow custodian Jack Mondloch said he never believed in ghosts before he started working at the university, but one night in Main Hall he heard phantom footsteps descending a staircase while he happened to be standing at the bottom of it. Jack claims that he wasn’t frightened, but merely surprised by this eerie encounter. However, another experience made him believe that the spooks were trying their best to intimidate him.


  “One night I was cleaning the sinks in the men’s room in the basement of Main Hall,” he explained. “I was six or eight feet from the door and I heard someone knocking. I said, ‘It’s open,’ but no one came in. I heard another knock, so I went over and opened the door myself and was surprised to find no one there. Now, this building has long, creaky, wooden hallways, and you can hear every move that anyone makes. And I opened up that door so fast that there was no time for any trickster to get away.


  “I didn’t want to put up with any more invisible people knocking at the door, so the next night I propped it open with a wedge,” Jack said. “I was working at the other end of the bathroom, when boom! The wedge came flying through the air and hit me in the leg. I looked all over the place for whoever had thrown it, but there was nobody anywhere near me. I felt irritated by this little episode it was as if somebody were telling me, ‘Take that!’”


  Fellow custodian Jim Dredger laughed when he heard Jack’s story, but one night he discovered for himself that Main Hall was haunted. “I was downstairs in the women’s restroom around 1:00 A.M., filling up the soap dispensers, when I heard a knock at the door,” Jim said. “I put the soap down and yelled, ‘Come on in; I’ll be out in two or three minutes.’ There was no answer, and then I heard another knock. I walked over to the door, opened it up, and found no one there.


  “I thought this was peculiar, but I figured that my supervisor or one of my friends was giving me a bad time, so I didn’t think too much about it. But just to be on the safe side, I stuck a wedge under the door to keep it open. That way, if I heard someone walk by, I could look out and see who it was. I turned back around to pick up the soap canister and there in the mirror of the vanity was the reflection of a lady with dark hair.


  “I was startled and I whirled around to see what she wanted, but there was no sign of her. I rushed into the hall, but I couldn’t see or hear anyone moving along that wooden floor. I felt very strange, and I hesitated to tell anyone what had happened because I’d made so much fun of everyone else’s ghost stories.”


  No one seems to have any idea who the entity haunting the building might be, but at least one custodian learned something about the phantom’s taste in music.


  “When I worked in Main Hall, I often took my Walkman stereo with external speakers,” explained MaryJane West. “Normally, I used headphones, but the building was so creepy that I wanted to be able to hear what was going on around me. I played all kinds of music from country to experimental rock and I soon learned that every time I played the Rolling Stones or the Clash, the tape player would shut off. It didn’t matter whether I was sitting right next to it or across the room it would shut off whenever I played tapes of those two groups.


  “The first few times I thought there was something wrong with the tapes. But when I played them at home, or even in buildings other than Main Hall, they worked fine. And even in Main Hall I could listen to them as long as I wore my headphones. I guess the ghost didn’t mind my listening to the Stones or the Clash, as long as it wasn’t subjected to them too.”


  The phantom music critic and the other unearthly beings at the University of Montana give new meaning to the term “school spirit,” as they’ve certainly done their part to make campus life more interesting. With four haunted buildings and many reports of unexplained phenomena in each one, this university surely deserves a number-one ranking as a setting for the supernatural.


  Ghosts of the Little Bighorn Battlefield


  Without a doubt, the newly renamed Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument, in Crow Agency about fifteen miles outside of Hardin, is the most famous haunted location not only in Montana but arguably in the entire western United States. Known previously as Custer Battlefield National Monument, the site has been the center of controversy and mystery ever since Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer led his ill-fated raid on a village of Lakota Sioux and Cheyenne on a hot Sunday afternoon in June 1876.


  Custer and his Seventh Cavalry were part of the U.S. government’s campaign to solve what it called the “Indian problem” once and for all. Three separate expeditions, led by George Crook, John Gibbon, and Alfred Terry, were to close in on so-called hostile Sioux who had refused to be herded onto the hated reservations. The plan was for Custer and his troops to march into the valley of the Little Bighorn River and to wait for battalions led by Terry and Gibbon to meet them on June 26.

