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INTRODUCTION





  IN 1938 MY GRANDFATHER AND NAMESAKE, Ednor A. Therriault, moved his wife and three small children into a tiny log cabin in Garnet, a little mining town nestled in the mountain range of the same name about forty miles east of Missoula. Grandpa Ed was a gold miner. As family legend has it, Ed didn’t find much pay dirt in Garnet, so he moved his young family to Missoula, where he worked as a railroader. His wife, my grandma Tony, was the first in a long line of teachers in our family. Their kids grew up in Missoula and eventually married and moved away.




  Grandpa Ed died in 1986, and I always wondered if he’d left something of himself in Garnet, which by then had become a popular ghost town. Did his spirit still drift around between the sagging cabins and other decrepit buildings that stood along the dirt road that was Garnet’s main street? Were there other ghosts of the crusty old argonauts who had built this little town in 1865 and swelled its ranks through three separate gold rushes? There was only one way to find out.




  I rented a BLM cabin in Garnet a few years ago and spent that February night alone in the ghost town, no one else for miles around. Well, no one in the corporeal world, anyway. Despite my midnight excursion through the snow, threading my way between the creepy buildings and exhorting the spirits to show themselves, I was disappointed. I saw no ghosts that night nor any evidence of spirits from beyond the grave, although I did manage to scare myself silly. Many others, however, have reported hearing the sounds of music and revelry emanating from Kelly’s Saloon, and several other visitors claim to have heard men’s voices coming from within the old hotel and have even seen ghostly figures walking the streets, decked out in period clothing from the late 1800s.




  Ghost towns like Garnet are scattered throughout Montana. Some, like Virginia City and Bannack, offer a living history and are alive with visitors and interpretive tours throughout the summer. Others, like Kendall and Granite, see few visitors as the decades slide by and their structures are slowly reclaimed by the earth. But are there unseen souls who still occupy the crumbling buildings? Do the restless specters of original occupants of Montana’s tiny boomtowns still haunt these places, expressing anguish over a tragic death or just seeking acknowledgment of their short time on Earth? According to many who have roamed through these historical haunts, they’re called ghost towns for a reason.




  My ghost-baiting overnighter in Garnet may have proven fruitless, but hundreds of encounters with otherworldly apparitions have been reported throughout Montana, and not just in the ghost towns. In many cases, exactly the same apparitions have received exactly the same descriptions from dozens of unrelated people, told in accounts separated by long periods of time. For instance, shortly after the Union Hotel in Fort Benton opened in 1883, a cowboy was reportedly shot dead attempting to ride his horse up the staircase. Even today visitors and staff occasionally claim to hear the distinct clip-clop of hoofbeats. In the Dude Rancher Lodge in Billings, numerous guests have heard loud clattering and banging sounds coming from the kitchen, as if someone were preparing a meal. Trouble was, the kitchen had closed hours earlier, and the cooks were long gone.




  Old hotels seem to be hotbeds of ghostly activity. In the now-closed Gallatin Gateway Inn near Bozeman, legend has it that a female housekeeper was murdered there by an irate boyfriend, and several people swear that they’ve seen the image of a woman dressed in housekeeper’s attire, standing behind guests in the lobby. Lights turned on and off by themselves; doors that were securely locked would be discovered standing wide open late at night when no one was in the vicinity. Disembodied voices carried on phantom conversations in rooms that were thought to be empty. Strong odors such as cigar smoke or perfume wafted out of rooms where no one had stayed in decades. Mysterious footsteps could be heard overhead in an attic, and in the morning fresh footprints would be found in the dust between the joists. Unsettling cold zones would come out of nowhere to pass right through someone. And some people experienced an intense feeling of being watched when they knew they were alone in the building.




  Some of these events can be explained away or otherwise rationalized, but often the same incident or imagery was described on different occasions by total strangers with eerily similar details. These encounters happened far too frequently to be coincidence. How can a handful of people who have never met give the same description of the same apparition, right down to the specifics of its attire?




  At the Pollard Hotel in Red Lodge, many sightings of a spectral figure have been reported by both staff and guests, and it’s usually a pot-bellied man dressed in twenties-style garb, pouring himself a cup of coffee at the bar. An appearance by that ghost, known as George, is typically followed by the aroma of coffee or popcorn, even when those items are nowhere in sight.




  Modern high-tech equipment has enabled a new generation of ghost hunters to identify and measure the energy of these unexplained sights and sounds. Gizmos like electronic voice phenomena (EVP) recorders, radiating electromagnetism (REM) pods, and electromagnetic field (EMF) meters track fluctuations in temperature, electromagnetic fields, and other quantifiable metrics that may indicate the presence of phantasms or perhaps the energy imprint left behind by a person who has died and moved on to another realm. Television shows, Internet series, and countless books have sprung up to support this new wave of paranormal investigation (and, of course, the cottage industry that supplies the flashy gear).




  Still, there’s nothing like a good ghost story—especially when it’s heard firsthand from the person who’s had the bejesus scared out of him or her by a run-in with a spook. These stories aren’t easy to pry loose from people for the same reason you don’t hear a lot of firsthand stories about Bigfoot sightings. When you see something that’s never been proven to exist, and it shakes the very foundation of your understanding of reality, it’s something you never forget. But sharing your experience might draw a lot of rolling eyes, fingers twirled next to the head, and comments like, “Someone’s off their meds.” But there’s one common element to all the ghost stories shared in this book. When challenged, the people who’ve had the experiences will always say the same thing: “I know what I saw.”




  So maybe you’re a ghost hunter yourself, someone who visits Montana’s old ghost towns like Garnet, hoping for an encounter with the spirit of someone like my grandpa Ed. Or perhaps you just enjoy a good, creepy tale that might have you double-checking the locks and turning on all the lights. Either way, strap yourself in for some of the spookiest tales of ghostly encounters and unexplained phenomena from all over Big Scare Country.
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GHOST RAILS INN EARNED ITS NAME





  ALBERTON




  Glenn Marangelo is a man of science—he has a master’s degree in sciences—and with his wife, Jenny, he runs the Missoula Butterfly House and Insectarium. But he’s intrigued by the unknown and unexplained, and he’s seen enough spooky stuff firsthand to stoke his curiosity when it comes to ghosts. Jenny had this in mind when she surprised him for his birthday in 2008 with a night at the historic Ghost Rails Inn in Alberton, a beautifully restored hotel known for ghost sightings and other supernatural encounters.




  The titular train tracks had long been removed from across the street, but the inn—converted to an eight-room bed-and-breakfast—was doing a steady business renting rooms to thrill-seeking ghost hunters and more serious paranormal investigators. Glenn had witnessed a few apparitions while living in New Hampshire, and before he moved to Montana, he had been reading up on ghost sightings in the Treasure State. He was eager to check out this supposedly haunted inn.




  Glenn and Jenny checked into Room 5, which was said to be haunted by the hotel’s former owner, Mrs. Bertha Brasch, who had reportedly died in the lobby in 1971. After speaking briefly with the owners before settling into their room, Jenny and Glenn quickly realized that they were the only guests in the hotel that night. Jenny had given her husband an EMF radiation detector, a digital voice recorder, and a “how-to” book on paranormal investigation as part of his birthday gift, and Glenn was jacked up and ready for some ghost-busting action. The ghost-hunting manual suggested he start by recording a “baseline” with his EMF detector in the room to see what kind of low-level readings he might get. The device he was using has a series of five lights—the first two are green and red, the rest go from yellow to orange to red. Low-level readings light up the first one or two, then stronger readings engage the next three lights, red being the highest. Glenn performed a sweep of the entire room, including the bathroom, but didn’t get any response on the EMF detector save for slight bumps near the bedside alarm clock and the light switch on the wall. Disappointed, the couple decided to give it a break and read for a while.




  “Sometime after 11:00 p.m.,” Glenn says, “we decided to give things another try. We asked a number of questions in hopes of getting some kind of response on the digital voice recorder. Nothing.” Undaunted, they walked slowly around the room for another sweep with the EMF detector. Again, there was no unusual signal. Glenn recalls that they decided to just set the EMF down at the foot of the bed and wait. “After sitting in bed for a while, we started to ask some questions, like, ‘Bertha, are you here?’ Still nothing for ten to fifteen minutes.”




  Glenn took another tack. “If you want to let us know that you are here, if you approach that device at the foot of the bed, you can make the lights light up,” he said. The first light, the green one, flickered a few times. The couple was stunned. Glenn encouraged the presence, saying that if it came closer to the device or touched it, more of the lights would light up. The EMF detector immediately lit up to the orange level and stayed there. He slowly reached down and picked up the detector. “If I moved it a few feet in one direction, I could get the levels to drop or disappear,” he says. “But when I brought it back to the foot of the bed, they would light up again. Standing at the foot of the bed, I discovered that the hot spot moved! As the readings dropped, I moved it to my left, and they went up again.” The strongest readings occurred within a two-foot diameter that was moving on its own, back and forth, at the foot of the bed. This activity lasted for a couple of minutes, and then as suddenly as it had appeared, the presence vanished, and the reading on the EMF detector dropped to zero. They tried for more than an hour to summon another response, but they got no more readings that night.




  The next morning Glenn and Jenny were having breakfast with the owners, relating their experiences from the previous evening, when Glenn suddenly remembered a dream he’d had. “Someone was sitting next to me on the bed and had their hand on my shoulder as I slept,” he recalIed. “I could feel the weight and felt like I couldn’t get up. The strange thing is that I wasn’t even sure that I was actually asleep at the time. I definitely woke up from my ‘dream’ after feeling this strange sensation and realizing it was not Jenny.”




  Was the former owner of the Ghost Rails Inn checking in with these two guests to make sure they were enjoying their stay? Is it true that the spirit of Mrs. Bertha Brasch dwells in Room 5, waiting to reveal herself to more of the inn’s guests? Unfortunately, we will never know for sure. The historic Ghost Rails Inn in Alberton burned to the ground on Christmas Eve 2012. No one was injured in the fire.




  
MURDERER, VICTIM, OR BOTH? COURTHOUSE GHOST STILL SEEKS JUSTICE





  HAMILTON




  A newspaper account called it “The Most Horrible Crime in the History of Montana.” The year was 1903. A six-year-old Stevensville boy named Alfonso “Fonny” Giles Buck went missing, and for two days a massive team of searchers tried to locate the boy. Just south of St. Mary’s Mission in Stevensville, they found his body nestled in the thick brush. He’d been mutilated and sexually assaulted. Doctors determined that he’d died of shock. The man who was last seen with Fonny was a twenty-year-old named Walter Jackson, who was located quickly and arrested. A newspaper reporter described him as a “big, burly fellow, of dark complexion with shifty brown eyes, and lacking in the most basic of intellect.”




  At his trial, Jackson never stood a chance. His court-appointed lawyer, Robert O’Hara, would never persuade a jury of Jackson’s innocence, even though Jackson continued to assert that “they have the wrong man.” His proximity to the victim and lack of an alibi, coupled with the fact that Jackson had recently served a thirty-day sentence for an assault on a boy in Spokane, led to a quick conviction on September 10. The judge sentenced Jackson with the death penalty. It would be Ravalli County’s first public hanging. Sheriff Joshua Pond traveled to the state prison in Deer Lodge to bring the mobile gallows to Hamilton, where it was moved into the basement of the county courthouse to await the day of the hanging.




  Jackson was not inclined to wait around, however, and used the ropes connecting the springs in his jail cell mattress to knot together a length long enough to hang himself. Jailers discovered him in time to resuscitate him so he would be alive when the day came for his “proper hanging.” During this time, O’Hara was in Helena, trying to secure a stay of execution for his client so he could ask for a new trial. When the day came to carry out the sentence, the stay was indeed granted. Jackson’s life was spared. But not for long.




  That night a group of more than one hundred masked men gathered in Stevensville and traveled down the Bitterroot Valley to Hamilton, where they converged on the jail to spring Jackson and perform their own hanging. They’d been denied justice, and in the name of the murdered boy, they were going to administer the punishment themselves. Held at gunpoint, the jailer gave them the key to Jackson’s cell. The vigilantes fitted a noose around Jackson’s neck and dragged him out of the jailhouse to the Ravalli Hotel (today the location of City Hall), where the rope was thrown up over the top. At 1:20 a.m. his captors pulled him off his feet. Jackson hung by the neck for forty-eight minutes before he was cut down. A jury was eventually impaneled to investigate the lynching, but not one guilty party was ever identified.




  Today, the Ravalli County Courthouse resides in a modern building just down Bedford Street from the original courthouse, which was built in 1900 by famed architect A. J. Gibson. It served from 1901 until 1974. The old courthouse subsequently became the Ravalli County Museum, and strange things started happening soon after it opened. The old building has attracted the attention of several paranormal investigators, and these days “ghost tours” are led by Sarah Monson. Monson, a longtime psychic investigator, leads groups of ghost hunters—armed with technology such as EMF detectors, spirit box white noise recorders, and digital voice recorders—who attempt to capture images or sounds of spectral beings. Many odd sounds and photos have been recorded, and some wonder if these could include the ghosts of Walter Jackson or perhaps his victim, little Fonny Buck, who might still be lurking in the historic courthouse, seeking justice for their violent deaths.




  Among the unexplained images is a picture taken by Wendy Callahan during one of the ghost tours. A guest near Wendy remarked on a cold pocket of air near them. Someone else asked, “Did you feel that?” Another tour member answered in the affirmative and held out his hands in a cradling motion. “Right here.” At that moment Wendy snapped the picture. The photo shows a distinct ball of red mist hovering just above the man’s cupped hands.




  One area of the basement that seems to produce a lot of mysterious activity is the elevator room. When a group was approaching the door to the elevator room, a few of them reported experiencing a “heavy feeling.” Natalie Parks aimed her camera at the door and pushed the shutter button. The image she captured shows a dark shadow covering the upper left corner of the room. Another photo taken a few seconds later from the same spot has no such shadow.




  Aficionados of the paranormal have called the courthouse basement a hot spot, but other areas of the building have been sites of some weird activity, too. In the former judge’s chambers, the very spot where the decision was made to put Walter Jackson to death, a clock radio was heard turning itself on and off and playing music. When witnesses came into the room to investigate, the numbers on the face of the digital clock began changing randomly. Their EMF detector, they reported, “went off the scales.”




  Perhaps the most chilling evidence of some supernatural action at the courthouse is a video that was taken at the elevator room downstairs. The “Vegas and Walter” video, shot by a ghost tour participant, shows someone off-camera asking “Walter” to open the door to the elevator room. The door flies open as if someone were pulling the handle. Then it closes. It was later determined that this particular elevator had a safety mechanism that would turn it on after long periods of inactivity, send the car up and back down, open and close the spring-loaded door, and flash the lighted button next to the elevator door. Maintenance technicians were brought in to inspect the elevator system many times and could never find anything wrong with it or any earthly reason the door would open itself by someone’s voice command. Is it the spirit of Fonny? Or maybe Walter? No one can say. One thing’s for sure: It’s one of the bigger mysteries that are held in the dank basement of the old Ravalli County Courthouse.




  AT THE CONRAD MANSION, GHOSTS ARE LIVING IT UP




  KALISPELL




  Some places just look haunted. The Conrad Mansion in Kalispell is one of those places. It was built by one of the founders of the city, and his family lived happily in the mansion for many years, all the while helping build this thriving community on the north end of Flathead Lake. Although the Conrads are all long dead, many people have seen them reappear somewhere on the property. The ghosts of Charles D. Conrad and his wife and children are such regular visitors that the mansion, which is owned by the city and run as a museum, runs two days of ghost tours in mid-October every year. They always sell out.




  Charles Conrad and his brother William headed west after the Civil War to make a go of it in Montana. They settled in Fort Benton, and within a few years the brothers had built a thriving freight business. Charles moved to the Flathead Valley, where he expanded his empire to include banking, real estate, livestock, and mining. In 1892 he commissioned a 13,000-square-foot mansion to be designed by famed Spokane architect Kirtland Cutter. The structure, completed in 1895, is situated on a seventy-two-acre estate overlooking the valley. Charles had married Alicia “Lettie” Davenport Stanford, whom he had met in Fort Benton in 1881, and they and their children, Charles Jr., Kate, and Alicia, moved into the capacious, three-story mansion. The Conrads were content in their slice of heaven that they had carved out of Montana.




  Charles and Lettie were active in civic and social circles and were well regarded in the Kalispell community. Within a few years, however, a dark shroud would cloak the family. Just after the turn of the century, Charles contracted tuberculosis, which was nearly always fatal. He was already battling diabetes, and in 1902 he died from complications brought on by the afflictions. He passed away in his bed in the master bedroom upstairs. Lettie, an accomplished musician, never remarried but stayed involved in the community, giving piano and French lessons to local children. She died in the very same bed as Charles in 1923.




  Alicia, the youngest, lived out her life in the mansion, where she raised two children of her own. She moved out in 1964 and donated the mansion and its contents to the city of Kalispell in 1974. She passed away in 1981. There are those, however, who say that she still lurks within the home, occasionally making herself apparent to startled visitors.




  Frequently, a little girl is seen inside the home and also through the windows by drivers passing by the mansion. Some have also reported seeing a man smoking a cigar outside, even smelling the pungent aroma of cigar smoke. Cigars were one of Charles Conrad’s favorite indulgences.




  A popular area of the house was the attic playroom, where the Conrad children spent countless hours laughing and frolicking. Several years ago a team of workmen had been dispatched to repair some damage to the roof, where a hole exposed part of the attic. A couple of the men swear that they looked down into the attic and saw a young child—Alicia—smiling and waving up at them. The mischievous girl may have also tried to make her presence known years later when a tour guide was leading a group through the attic. The guide said that she kept feeling something tickle her ear, like a bug, and she would shoo it away. This happened on four or five tours, she said. Finally, as she was slowly backing through the attic, leading another tour, she bumped into someone behind her. She turned around to say, “Excuse me,” and there was no one there. The entire group had watched as her progress was clearly stopped by something unseen.




  Lettie was always an enthusiastic hostess and usually had parties for Halloween and Christmas, her favorite holiday. She had everything in the mansion arranged to her liking, and some claim that even in death she makes it known when something is not displayed correctly. In the Rose Room, which was originally daughter Kate’s bedroom, the staff heard some noises from within and came in to find that some candlesticks, which had been arranged on the fire-place mantel, had been thrown across the room, and pictures had been taken off their stands and dropped, face-down, on the floor.




  A workman who had been hired to do some painting around the interior of the mansion attests to Lettie’s critical eye. Toward the end of one workday, around four thirty in the afternoon, he was alone in the building, painting in the guest room, when he heard footsteps coming down the hallway. He looked up in time to see Lettie Conrad, hair piled up in a wide bun in the style of her day, standing in the doorway. She was wearing a white Victorian dress. He stood, gawking, and the apparition continued down the hall toward the kitchen. He walked quickly to the door and watched as she walked down the stairs. He’d seen enough. Usually, when he was finished painting, he would take the time to clean his expensive paintbrush and store it in a can of linseed oil, then seal the paint can and clean up the area. On this day, he dropped the brush into the can of paint and hightailed it down the hallway in the opposite direction of the kitchen, where he would normally exit the building, and flew down the stairs to the front door, where he ran outside, not looking back.




  It’s not just the women who have all the fun—Charles Jr. sometimes gets into the act. A gentleman who worked on the film crew for an episode of the TV show America’s Castles recalls a chilling experience he had during that time. It was his job to straighten up whichever room would be used for filming the next day, and for this episode it would be Charles Jr.’s bedroom. The crew member carefully straightened the down cover on the bed, pulling the corners taut so it would lie flat. He dusted the furniture and fixtures, straightened the pictures on the wall, and locked up for the night. The next morning, he was the first to arrive, and when he walked into the boy’s bedroom, he froze in his tracks. There was an indentation in the middle of the bed as if someone had slept in it.
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