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INTRODUCTION



One of the oldest original Idaho documents in my collection is a little booklet, dating to somewhere around 1930, called “Copper Camp Mining Co., Inc.—A Prospectus.” It was a call for investors, and so includes financial and technical information, but much of it reads like a short story from the dawn of the twentieth century—a short story without an ending.


It was written by William A. Edwards, a native of Georgia who became a lawyer for the General Land Office. He reported that “in 1901 my health broke down and I was compelled to resign and seek an outdoor life.” The story generations later in Idaho was that the operative phrase there was “compelled to resign” and that his health actually was sound. He went on: “Because of my knowledge of mining law, I decided to go to some new mining camp in the Rocky Mountain States.” In Spokane, he heard about fresh activity in the Thunder Mountain region in southwest Idaho—east of present-day McCall—and he ventured there to check for opportunities. He found none at first, but continued to prowl the nearby area, and soon came to Big Creek.


Big Creek is well known today by Idaho’s backcountry enthusiasts as a spot an hour or so away from paved roads and telephone lines and on the very border of the Frank Church–River of No Return Wilderness. Its human development includes a landing strip and a lodge and not much else. In 1904, Edwards saw not even any of these things, but he did perceive a massive mining opportunity, for gold, silver, and lead. That was the heart of his “prospectus.”


There is today a tiny dot on some very fine-grained maps of Idaho marking a place called “Edwardsburg.” It is located about a half mile from Big Creek; today, like Big Creek, it has a guest lodge and also several vacation homes, along with the ruins of the house Edwards built generations ago for his family. But although prospectors have occasionally wandered through and several small mines were developed in the surrounding hills, the Big Creek area never developed into a major mining center.


Locally, Edwards and his family became most identified with the old house, which returned to the ground aﬅer decades of abandonment. But for those who know the deep history of the place, Edwards became something of a legendary and even shadowy figure. He and his family were not quite hermits, but they rarely ventured into the outside world. Over the years, to raise money, Edwards would reach out to people trying to sell pieces of his property, but he became a figure of mystery. His reasons for leaving the General Land Office so long before are unclear; his protests of bad health didn’t seem to converge with his ability to thrive—personally build a substantial house and seriously prospect for precious metals—in some of Idaho’s most remote and tough backwoods country. What was he doing back there for so many years? What might he really have found?


He became a local legend, and is almost a figure of myth now. In another generation or two, his name will still be around . . . and who knows what may be said of him?


Idaho generates people like that.


As well it should. Idaho has a distant feel—“Silver and gold in the sunlight blaze, and romance lies in her name,” runs the state song—a little elusive, always imperfectly understood, and in many ways anything but prosaic.


To the cartographer Karl Musser, Idaho is a myth and a legend. Or so he says. We will not be silenced, he writes on his website Fantasymaps.com: There’s growing evidence that only forty-nine states are real, and “Idaho” is a fake.


Supposedly, he acknowledges, there are more than a million residents of Idaho. No matter, Musser wrote: “Some people have come forward and claimed that they were born and raised in ‘Idaho.’ But every single person who made this claim have been shown to be frauds and charlatans.” The mapmakers who have drawn Idaho onto their national maps are biased, he said. And isn’t it odd that so large a space has so few people—so many fewer than most other states?


Musser concluded: “We have much more material on this conspiracy, and we have yet to uncover one iota of evidence that Idaho has ever existed. All of the so-called ‘evidence’ is a mixture of falsifications, coercions, lies and exaggerations.”


Karl Musser is not alone. Others around the Internet also proclaim the idea that Idaho is a mythical place, its unusual shape devised to separate actual states—such as Oregon and Wyoming—from each other. On a map.


Or—and this idea should be a favorite in a state where suspicion of government oﬅen reaches near-religious levels—there’s also the theory that Idaho is a massive mind-control experiment: Cross the border into it, and your mind is taken over by nefarious forces. (The borders, presumably, are monitored by black helicopters.)


All of this, amusing as it might be, of course isn’t accurate. I’ve lived in Idaho over a period of decades, and when not living there I’ve visited regularly, and I know a bunch of people who do live there today, and plenty of expatriates. The available evidence of Idaho’s existence is respectably extensive. Congress considers it real enough to give its representatives two votes, and four in the Electoral College, which is not something it would do lightly.


However, there’s no lack of argument within the state about things that are real or maybe are not. The line between fact and fiction in Idaho can blur at the edges; visit some of the people who have retreated to its backcountry, and you can get a serious education in that point.


Mind control actually is a subject that has been discussed with some regularity in the state. So has concern about the possibility of government-backed conspiracies. That earlier reference to black helicopters was not accidental; congressional candidates have spoken of them. There may be a reason so many episodes of the television series The X-Files, including the pilot, were set in the Pacific Northwest.


You can find these concerns too in newspaper headlines.


In 1947, the water supply in Lewiston, one of the state’s oldest cities with some of its oldest and most worn infrastructure, was upgraded, and in the process fluoride was added to it. It was a relatively new technology, and no other city west of the Rocky Mountains had yet added it to the drinking water system (though some cities, like Nampa and St. Anthony, took advantage of natural fluoride in the system). Debates over fluoridation have persisted, and have appeared in various places around the country, but few people would argue now as they did then that the project was an eﬀort to dull the residents’ minds and surreptitiously mentally “medicate” them. (You might still get some takers on that in Idaho, though.)


Or consider the many reports in Idaho of mysterious objects falling from the sky.


In the 1990s, there were sightings of odd fibers, apparently nontoxic but nonetheless peculiar, dropped from the sky over a large area in southwest Idaho, not far from Boise. No one seemed able to figure out what the fibers were or where they came from.


Birds have fallen from the sky too. Not landed, in the usual avian manner, but dropped—en masse, like a flock of rocks. Some of these reports at least are clearly established. In March 2015, a large group of snow geese passing through Idaho simply fell from the sky—more than two thousand of them, according to the Idaho Department of Fish and Game. A department spokesman, Gregg Losinski, was quoted as saying, “Basically, they just fell out of the sky.” The agency formally suspected avian cholera was involved, and it quickly collected and burned the corpses to prevent any spread of the disease. If that was in fact the cause, it wasn’t ever clearly established. And not everyone was convinced.


That was in March. Three months later, the residents of Kuna, southwest of Boise, were driving along their roadways only to encounter fallen, dead songbirds. Masses of them. No reliable numerical estimates were ever recorded, nor was a clear reason established why so many abruptly fell to the ground.


These things, at least, all really happened. They were established without dispute aﬅer sightings by many witnesses, and they were never refuted, even if their causes and surrounding stories remain unclear.


Idaho is full of many other mysteries too, things that may or may not be true, stories with many missing pieces or strange aspects or in which the details may be and could remain in heated dispute. And there are still other stories, more fanciful, that most people would not accept as strictly real, but these are stories where the exact bounds between reality and fantasy can be unclear. Or there are stories with legendary status, parts of ancient mythologies that some people still take on faith.


Some of them reach into primeval memory, deep into Idaho’s prehistory. For example, in southwest Idaho the two most visually striking massive natural features, ranging high and sinking low, are located adjacent to each other: a mountain range and a canyon. The mountain range is called the Seven Devils; the gorge is called Hells Canyon. You may suspect coincidence was not at work in the naming of these features, and you would be right. And, oddly, the stories actually account for information that was not available when the stories were created, scientific data unearthed only with modern geology: that the mountains are relatively young in geologic age, and their contents include large deposits of copper.


The story traces to the Nez Perce bands roaming across and beyond the Blue Mountains northwest of Hells Canyon, and across the Snake River from the Seven Devils. It speaks of seven gigantic monsters residing in those mountains, monsters that made a practice of eating children. The Nez Perce children were said to be especially at risk, since they wandered near the same area—around the Blue Mountains, just west of Idaho—that the Nez Perce then did. (It sounds like a scary nighttime story parents might tell young children to encourage them not to run oﬀ, but it gained widespread currency anyway.)


The legend says the tribe’s chiefs sought help from the supernatural figure known as Coyote. The problem was great enough that Coyote, who was sympathetic, in turn consulted with another supernatural figure, Fox, for additional counsel.


Fox developed a plan. He proposed that they dig seven holes—massive holes deep in the ground—in an area the seven giants frequented east of the Blue Mountains, and then cover them with boiling liquid. Digging animals like bears and beavers were employed to create the pits, and then a liquid described as looking like rust (this would match with the reference to copper) was poured into them. Fox and Coyote then heated a bunch of large rocks and threw them in, heating the liquid to near boiling.


When the giants walked through the area, they fell into the holes. Their splashing spread the rust-colored liquid all over the area, but their eﬀorts to escape were to no avail. Coyote walked up to them and said, “You are being punished for your wickedness. I will punish you even more by changing you into seven mountains. I will make you very high so that everyone can see you. You will stand here forever, to remind people that your punishment comes from bad deeds. I will make a deep gash in the earth here so that no more of your family can get across to trouble my people.”


The seven giants became the Seven Devils, and the gash in the earth became Hells Canyon.


Idaho is actually built on legends like that, stories that run large and run small.


The Owyhee Mountains, a hundred miles south of the Seven Devils, were said in ancient legends to be home to the “Owyhee dwarves” (the current version of that name was developed relatively recently). According to the stories, they were about two feet tall and had tails, which would switch behind them; they were wiry and strong. They were said to be eaters of people, notably of children.


Unfortunate things happening to children seems to be a recurring theme in very old Idaho legends. Travel east across the Snake River Plain, and you’ll encounter another instance. About thirty miles west of Pocatello is a site where another grisly story relating to children was centered. The “water baby” story has been told in several places around the West, but it seems most associated with Idaho.


Today, the area where this story was set faces—or lies under—the American Falls Reservoir portion of the Snake River, backed up against the American Falls Dam north of I-86, and part of that area is in Massacre Rocks State Park. (You can tell already that a legend of some kind underlies that.)


The area once—from the 1500s into the 1700s—was dominated by bands of Shoshone Indians, who sometimes struggled to survive here since the area was desert, and water supplies, in the pre-reservoir days, were limited. At one point a famine hit so badly in the area that tribal members were dying from starvation.


The story says that some Shoshone mothers were driven to such desperation that aﬅer some of their babies were born, they would take them down to the stream—presumably the Snake River—and drown them, since they knew there would be no food for them.


But, the tale adds, that was not the end. The babies, or at least some of them, were said to survive in the water, developing gills and fins, living and even looking much like fish. They evolved into sprites and turned mean, attacking people who came their way—people like those who had dumped them into the water. They are still there, the story goes, sighing or calling out in an eﬀort to attract people into the water.


In the generations since, Idaho has heard more tales of strange creatures. Bigfoot has been said to put in an appearance in Idaho from time to time, though the Gem State apparently hasn’t been one of his favorite haunts. (Oregon and Montana seem to be more popular sighting places.) But there have been sightings. One of the most noted was a sighting of a mini-Bigfoot—the tracks were reported to be smaller than those usually noted for the creature—proclaimed around the mid-twentieth century by a group of eight people near the town of Lapwai in northern Idaho. But the details, even the date of the sighting, are sketchy.


That instance is far from solitary, however. Tales about Big-foot have crisscrossed the state, as they have in many other places around the country. Idaho has had enough sightings that the Big-foot Field Researchers Organization (yes, there is such a group, and it has a website) reported by the end of 2018 an accumulation of eighty-seven Bigfoot incidents in Idaho. The most striking and detailed account was by a camper in the Oakley area in July 1999; a similar sighting occurred eight years later near Hansen. The organization reports sightings in twenty-five of the state’s forty-four counties (with a disproportionate sixteen sightings in Bonner County and thirteen in Valley County).


Many of the more recent myths and legends in Idaho, and many of those recounted in this book, have to do with hauntings, creatures, treasures, and strange places. Idaho seems to have no lack of any of them.


A photographer who lived in Idaho posted a story on his web-site describing one creepy haunted place somewhere in the eastern part of the state (he does not say exactly where, but there is some indication that it was in the Rexburg area). It consisted of an old abandoned cabin and the landscape around and under it. He said that in the story about the cabin, which dates to the early twentieth century, a man who was a college professor met and married an Indian woman. She was unhappy living in the city, so he moved far out of town, onto the plains, where he built a cabin for the two of them, and eventually their two children, to live in.


Over the years, for reasons unexplained, the professor went mad. He was said to have captured, collected, and trained wolves. He went crazier than that, finally, killing his family. Whether he was pursued is unknown, but the story said that neither he nor his wolves have been seen since. However, there are people who have claimed to visit the old cabin, and they have maintained that animal skins, some of relatively recent vintage, have been seen hanging there. There’s also another coda to the story: Supposedly an underground tunnel was dug there, through which the professor may have escaped when police officers came aﬅer him.


The story adds that unusual sights and sounds have been observed in the area, and other odd events too. One person who reported having visited the place said in a blog post:




I took the picture of that entrance (see Door to the Underworld) and it’s pretty creepy. That door is right under the porch. Now, I’ve been to a few ghost towns, and believe very much in ghosts (I could tell more stories about myths in Idaho and my experiences if anyone wants) and this place didn’t feel as bad as other places I’ve been to. But there was just one thing that was disconcerting, my friend was the one driving, and his car never randomly stops. When we got in front of the house, it kept turning oﬀ and he would have to restart it. This happened about 5 times, and he said when he went alone before that it happened a lot too.





More-conventional buildings are said to have been haunted as well.


Hauntings have been reported in at least two of Idaho’s leading theaters. The Egyptian Theater, for generations a cultural jewel in Boise’s downtown and one of the last remaining beautifully designed movie theaters in the region, is supposed to have haunted creatures lurking about. Something about the old Egyptian motif of the place seems to encourage the legend.


The Lewiston Civic Theater, which has a less distinctive look to it, is located in a building constructed in 1902 that was used as a Methodist church until it was taken over by an arts group in 1971. About a decade later, three people—a man and two women—were reported to have vanished from the place without explanation. They were never seen again alive; the bodies of the women were recovered elsewhere in town, and no trace of the man was located. Since then, some Lewistonians have speculated that the building is haunted by the spirit of the man; alternatively, others claim to have spotted a female ghost wandering the stairs. Chandeliers and other fixtures are said to move about of their own volition.


In one case, a whole college campus was said to be haunted. That was the old “normal school” in Albion, in south-central Idaho. A teachers’ college founded in 1892, it was one of Idaho’s earlier colleges and expanded to become the Southern Idaho College of Education, but closed due to budget shortfalls in 1951. A counterpart school in Lewiston was later reopened, but, with a brief exception or two, the normal school stayed closed thereaﬅer. (During one of its brief revivals it was called the Magic Christian College.) Its buildings were abandoned and their windows boarded.


They look like prospects for a good haunting.


Since then, visitors to the site have reported seeing ghosts and odd red eyes in the air and hearing voices. One family that owned the property in the new millennium permitted paranormal investigators to check out the area, and they reported odd occurrences there.


The Magic Valley has, true to its name, loads of instances of alleged hauntings.


Another institutional building located just outside Gooding, a former college building run by the Episcopal church and later a tuberculosis hospital operated by the state of Idaho, was long alleged to be haunted, with spirits wandering the floors.


Idaho’s vast spaces, including enormous reaches of desert or forest or wilderness lands with no human habitation at all, are home to many creatures. Many of them are well known, and some have hunting or fishing permits attached to their harvest. Stories have emerged about other sorts of creatures as well.


Some are simply a joke; near the Yellowstone National Park area (Idaho claims a slice of that park), postcards and souvenirs featuring the legendary “jackalope” have been reliable sellers for a long time.


The most striking creature sightings in Idaho have been of another sort altogether. There are the sightings of creatures in bodies of water, including the “Paddler” of Lake Pend Oreille and “Sharlie” of Payette Lake. You’ll see a longer review later in this book of the many sightings of still another, the Bear Lake Monster. Idaho also has been home, in two locations (outside Orofino and outside Lava Hot Springs), to a semilegendary tale of a group of creatures that definitely are real: ligers, which are crossbred lions and tigers. They were brought to Idaho (from Oregon) by enthusiasts in 1986. About a decade later, some of them escaped from a compound outside Lava Hot Springs, and reports of the ligers and their recapture went viral through international news reports. Some people in the area wonder if a few of the creatures might still be wandering the hills.


They certainly are not forgotten. About thirty miles away from Lava Hot Springs is the small farming town of Preston, the thinly disguised setting for the comedy movie Napoleon Dynamite. Several animals show up in the course of the film, but the title character says that none of them is his favorite animal. That, he said, is the liger.


There are other sorts of legends. As a part of Old West territory, and for that matter part of its crossroads, Idaho was a hot spot for treasures, buried and otherwise.


There were robberies of various kinds around Idaho Territory, some involving amounts of gold and other valuables considered big stakes for the time. At least one Idaho sheriﬀ was involved in one case. Another treasure was thought to be hidden behind an iron door half buried in the mountains—a door that itself seems to have vanished.


Idaho has its selection too of strange places. In the middle of Idaho’s hottest deserts, on the edge of territory once covered by molten lava fields, you can find (it’s actually a significant tourist attraction) a massive ice cave with some of the strangest properties to be found anywhere in the state—and which, depending on whom you talk to, also may be haunted. There are rumors, going back more than a century, of a massive tunnel system underlying the Boise city downtown; though many historians say the tunnels never existed, they have never exactly been disproved either. There is a lake in northern Idaho that exhibits some weird properties, enough to give it the name Spirit Lake, and seems to have exported some of those properties to the town on its shore.


Finally, there is this question: What is real? What’s a strange but true fact, and what’s just a good story? The lines have been hard to draw in some cases. There is—or was (it’s demolished now)—a house that is said to have been occupied by the mistress of, and with the assistance of, a president of the United States. Supposedly Butch Cassidy robbed a bank in Idaho, and the story has become a foundation of local lore; but was it him, or might it have been someone else?


Idaho really is a legendary kind of place, aﬅer its fashion.


There’s a lot of empty space here, psychic as well as physical, yet to be filled in.









CHAPTER 1


Chinese Tunnels


Boise had a Chinatown; that much is undisputed, and it was substantial enough that news stories about it once spread around the western states. It extended, at its peak, across about a half-dozen blocks on the southern side of the downtown area, its northern boundary running a couple of blocks south of the state capitol building. It included an array of commercial buildings, some cramped residential areas, and service businesses.


Many stories and rumors surrounded the old Chinatown area, but the most persistent is this: Are there actual tunnels built by Chinese residents of the downtown area buried underneath central Boise? If there were, what were they used for, and where did they lead?


You can find around Boise a significant number of people who will swear that there are, or at least were, tunnels in this area. Others, including local historians and city officials who have looked into the city’s underground and studied maps, building diagrams, and engineering reports, are equally determined that there are not.


The question has recurred over the decades and has not gone away, even very recently.


In July 2017, researchers organizing old files in the Idaho State Archives were working inside a climate-controlled vault, through material sitting there for decades, when they ran across an obscure piece of film footage, a remnant from the early days of local Boise television. About fiﬅeen minutes long, it was extremely fragile. The archivists had an old film projector of the type used in the 1960s, when the film was shot, but they calculated that running it through the projector would destroy it. They decided to try digitizing it instead.


It went on a long list of digitizing projects, and finally emerged from that process in April 2018. The bad news was that no sound remained, and much of what the film had to say was lost with the missing audio.


The visuals were there, however, and they immediately got researchers’ attention. When in May the video went public and aired on local television news programs, viewers were startled.


The film showed a news report from 1967, created at Boise television station KBOI (later renamed KBSI, and now KBOI once again). The reporter was named Sam Donaldson (not the national television personality), a veteran Boise reporter who wore “Buddy Holly glasses” (as one newspaper article described them) and later went on to work for Boise Cascade Corporation. He was standing in what then remained of downtown Boise’s Chinatown, at the old Hip Sing Association building.


The video then showed him talking with several people, veterans of the Chinatown area. One was Raymond Fong, whose family had worked in the district for several generations. Another interviewee was the now-elderly son of a former Boise police chief. The son seemed to be the main source—in the footage remaining—for the historical background in the report.


When the tape aired, it got a response from Idaho Public Television, where a producer said she had been able to locate a short piece of the report—about six minutes—still available in records there, this one including sound. When this material was played, however, it didn’t add much information; it contained clips chopped up and intended for use in a 1990 state centennial document. There were few complete sentences and little identification of key figures.


The news report seemed to have been prompted by the impending sale of the Hip Sing building, and whatever lay in the ground below it. Donaldson was pointing to a hole in the pavement, a place where a bunch of pipes were strewn about. Then he said, “In this coal room was the start of the Chinese tunnels. In fact, the start was right here, at this concrete patch. The patch is here today, but the tunnels are gone. Or at least they’re gone for the most part.” He then showed a small map of downtown that included dotted lines where the tunnels were supposed to have been.
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