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INTRODUCTION





Since ancient times, tales of battlefield spirits and ghosts have been a part of lore and legend. In the days before TV and computers, they made for good stories and not much more. But today, with the aid of the sophisticated ghost-busting gear we see on shows like Ghost Hunters and America’s Most Haunted, and at paranormal research centers around the world, it’s not nearly so easy to pooh-pooh the existence of the supernatural. Strange figures and shapes can be seen floating and flickering on video; strange sounds and voices groan and crackle on state-of-the-art voice-detection equipment. Intrepid men and women bravely venture into haunted territory, determined to prove the existence of ghosts. Sometimes they’re disappointed; sometimes they end up fleeing in screaming terror.




When it comes to haunted territory, battlefields are pretty much sure bets. Sites of extreme violence and emotion, battlefields contain all the ingredients for a good old-fashioned ghost sighting. With so many lives cut painfully short, and so many bodies left to disintegrate, unrecognized and unconsecrated, it is no wonder restless, anguished spirits wander the tragic soil, in search of . . . what? Peace? Closure? A chance to have their final say?




Battlefield ghosts have many reasons for hanging around. Sudden death, especially at a young age, can thrust ghosts into a kind of time warp, where they cannot quite grasp the reality of their altered state. It’s said that many spirits don’t know they’re dead and need help to navigate in their new surroundings. Psychics are often their tour guides, providing a road map and a good kick in the rear that sends these confused souls barreling into “the light.”




Or a battlefield ghost may refuse to go gently into that light. Perhaps it’s stubborn and determined to remain earthbound. Or it may have a grudge against someone on Earth, a score to settle, and it will not leave until vengeance has been exacted. In other cases, a ghost may be searching for something or someone, disconsolately roaming the earth in a state of endless yearning and grief, as it vainly tries to contact a relative or lost love.




As dreadful as battlefields are, they are also places of high energy and enthusiasm. For many young men, war was the defining moment of their lives. To a boy of seventeen, eighteen, twenty, who had hardly been out of his own backyard before he was rudely thrust onto the front, a battle was undoubtedly the most exciting thing that had ever happened to him. It was a rite of passage, his ticket to manhood. It gave him a mission, a sense of identity, a devotion to a higher purpose, the reward for which was something he could never have earned back on the boring farm or in the quiet old hometown: glory. So, some battlefield ghosts may not want to leave the premises simply because they are still fighting. They have become so addicted to the “high” of battle that they reenact, over and over, the events that gave them such a rush.




Finally, ghosts—and in particular, battlefield ghosts—often haunt an area because they’ve got something important to say. There might be last words that were never heard, facts about a death or murder that were never known, a message to their wives, girlfriends, or other loved ones that they feel they must impart before they can comfortably exit terra firma.




Haunted U.S. Battlefields is a compilation of stories about supernatural events associated with these violent sites. From the battlefields of the Revolutionary War and the Civil War to those of the two world wars and other military conflicts, the dead have refused to let go of the past. In the following pages, you’ll learn about famous spirits and apparitions, such as the “Ghost Rider of Little Round Top,” who allegedly turned the tide of the Civil War; “Old Green Eyes,” a weird creature who takes various chilling forms at the notorious Chickamauga Battlefield; the “Faceless Phantom of Corregidor,” a terrifying entity who haunts a hotel on the infamous “Island of Death” in the Philippines that claimed so many American lives during World War II; the “Ghosts of the Bloody Lane” of Antietam, who for the past 146 years have been replaying scenes of battle in a creepy continuous loop; and many more.




You do not believe in ghosts? Hmm. After reading this book, you just might change your mind. At any rate, enjoy it—and keep the light on.
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THE FRENCH AND INDIAN WAR





TICONDEROGA AND THE HAUNTING OF DUNCAN CAMPBELL





This is the tale of the man
Who heard a word in the night
In the land of the heathery hills,
In the days of the feud and the fight.
By the sides of the rainy sea,
Where never a stranger came,
On the awful lips of the dead,
He heard the outlandish name.
It sang in his sleeping ears,
It hummed in his waking head:
The name—Ticonderoga,
The utterance of the dead.




From “Ticonderoga: A Legend of the West
Highlands,” by Robert Louis Stevenson




Fort Ticonderoga was a key stronghold during the French and Indian War. Located at the strategic intersection of Lake Champlain and Lake George in upstate New York, the fortification controlled frequently used trade routes between the English-controlled Hudson River Valley and the French-controlled Saint Lawrence River Valley. “Ticonderoga” comes from an Iroquois word meaning “at the junction of two waterways.” It’s a name that would be well known to the American Indians—but certainly not to the Scottish Highlanders in 1750. Yet in one of the spookiest ghost tales that arose out of the French and Indian War, the name Ticonderoga is linked to a terrible premonition that involved Duncan Campbell, Lord of Inverawe and major of the 42nd Regiment of Foot, also known as the Royal Highlanders, or the Black Watch.




The story begins in Scotland in 1755, several years before the outbreak of the war. Was it a “dark and stormy night”? Probably. The Western Highlands are known for their wild beauty, and the rain might very well have been lashing at the windows as Lord Campbell sat in the old hall of his ancient castle of Inverawe, on the banks of the Awe, on that all too memorable evening when the dead and the living were scheduled to collide in a fateful rendezvous.




Campbell, according to those who knew him, was a good, kind, God-fearing sort, known for his integrity and loyalty. So, when he heard a banging at the door and, upon opening it, beheld a man in torn clothing and a blood-drenched kilt, out of breath and clearly panicked, he ignored caution and immediately invited the visitor inside.




“Gently, man, gently,” said Campbell, trying to calm the agitated man. “Who are ye, now?”




“They are after me!” the stranger gasped. “Close the door! Will you shelter me for the night?”




“And what have ye done?” inquired Campbell.


“I have killed a man.”




While most would, at this point, have excused themselves to seek refuge, Campbell remained gracious as usual.




“Murder, is it?” He nodded. “Well, it’s not the first-time murder’s been done in Scotland. Had ye a guid cause?”




“As good a cause as any man has ever had,” the stranger fervently replied. “Now, will you hide me?”




“No man has ever claimed hospitality of me without receiving it,” good Lord Campbell assured him, never suspecting that those words would haunt him forever.




“Promise me you’ll tell no one of my presence,” the stranger begged. Campbell promised. But the stranger was not satisfied.




“Swear on your dirk!” he insisted.




To swear on one’s dirk, or dagger, was the ultimate test of Celtic honor. Campbell swore and then led the fugitive to a secret recess in the depths of the castle. Soon there was another loud knocking at the door. This time it was two armed men.




“Your cousin Donald has been murdered,” one of the men informed Campbell. “We are looking for his killer.”




“I have seen no one,” said Campbell, and the men left.




Now the Lord of Inverawe was deeply torn, his loyalties divided between his dead cousin and the man who murdered him. He lay down to rest in a large, dark room but was awakened sometime during the night by the bloody and perturbed ghost of his cousin, Donald Campbell.




“Inverawe! Inverawe!” declared the fearful apparition, in hollow, ominous tones. “Blood has been shed! Shield not the murderer!”




Campbell did not waste any time. Jumping out of bed, he ran to the murderer’s hiding place and told him he could no longer grant him asylum. Now he had two disgruntled visitors.




“You have sworn on your dirk!” the stranger reminded him. “Woe to him who breaks this oath!”




Duncan Campbell stood in front of the stranger, betwixt and between. If he broke the oath, he would suffer not only eternal shame but possibly death at the hands of his insulted guest. If he honored it, he risked the wrath of a wraith. Trying to strike a compromise, Campbell ushered the murderer to a cave in a nearby mountain and left him there, reiterating his promise not to divulge his whereabouts.




The following night he was once again awakened by his cousin’s ghost, who repeated the previous night’s warning. “Inverawe! Inverawe! Blood has been shed! Shield not the murderer!”




Campbell hurriedly dressed and ran to the cave. But it was empty, and the stranger had vanished. Campbell was vastly relieved; no one could accuse him of shielding anyone now. Hopefully his ghostly night caller would be satisfied.




But nay. That night, dead cousin Donald appeared once more, this time with a portentous, if cryptic, message. “Farewell, Inverawe!” he intoned. “Farewell, till we meet once more at Ticonderoga!” Then the spirit turned and vanished.




Ticonderoga? Where or what was Ticonderoga? Mystified, Campbell gave up trying to figure out the ghost’s message. But the strange-sounding word remained in his memory.




Three years later, in 1758, Duncan Campbell, now a major in the Black Watch, the regiment assigned to keep order in the turbulent Highlands, journeyed with his men to America to join the British forces under General James Abercrombie in the French and Indian War. One old tale describes the stirring scene of the Black Watch on the march:






Abercrombie commanded the British and the Provincials. They were camped down at Albany, and then they marched northward. It was a brawl sight, with the Black Watch in front, their pipers in the bright red Stewart tartan bravely skirling Cock o’ the North, and the white gaiters of a thousand men swinging along beneath the dark cloud that was the twelve-yard Black Watch plaid. . . . And northward they marched in the summertime, and the hearts of the countryfolk were gay because this was the Army that would end the depredations of the savage Indians and the fierce Frenchmen.







The battle plan was to attack the French bastion of Fort Carillon. At a village along the way, the 42nd Regiment stopped at an inn. A pretty young girl struck up a conversation with Major Campbell. As the men were about to leave, she said, “Will you be coming back this way? After you take Ticonderoga?”




Campbell stood there in shock, agape. “Ticonderoga?” he stammered. “But they said we are to attack Fort Carillon.”




“Oh, that’s what the French call it,” the girl explained. “But the Indian name is Ticonderoga.”




As soon as he heard this, Campbell knew he was doomed. His brother officers, all of whom had heard the tale of the major’s ghostly visitor and his fateful promise, tried to calm him with well-meaning trickery. When they reached their destination on the eve of the battle, they argued with him that since the military considered the place Fort Carillon, the name Ticonderoga should be ignored. The following morning, however, an exhausted Campbell emerged from his tent, looking haggard and resigned.




“I have seen him,” he murmured. “He came to my tent last night. This is Ticonderoga, and I shall die today!”




The morning of July 8, 1758, General Abercrombie staged a frontal attack outside Fort Ticonderoga’s main walls. Attempting to move as quickly as possible, Abercrombie decided to forgo field cannons in favor of sheer manpower. But his sixteen thousand troops were no match for the mere four thousand French defenders, who soundly routed the invader. Among the worst hit were the men of the 42nd Regiment of Foot, who suffered massive casualties—one of whom was Major Duncan Campbell. His arm shattered by a bullet; Campbell was carried to Fort Edward. His arm was amputated, but he lived only a few days more. On the stone that marks his grave at Fort Ticonderoga is the epitaph:






Here lyes the Body of Duncan Campbell of Inverawe, Esquire, Major to the old Highland Regiment, aged 55 years, who died the 17th of July 1758, of the Wounds he received in the Attack of the Retrenchment of Ticonderoga on the 8th of July 1758.







But Donald Campbell was not the only member of the Campbell clan to appear in death to his relatives. On the day Major Campbell died, it is believed his spirit crossed an ocean to bid a last farewell to his foster brother. Many years later, in the 1880s, the then-Lord of Inverawe related the tale:






I knew an old man whose grandfather was foster brother to the slain Major of the 42nd, and who told me the following story. The old man’s grandfather was sleeping with his young son—the narrator’s father—in the same room, but in another bed. The boy was awakened by some unaccustomed sound and behold—there was a bright light in the room. The boy then saw a figure, in full Highland regimentals, cross over the room and stoop down over his father’s bed and give him a kiss. The lad was too frightened to speak but hid instead under his coverlet until he fell asleep. In the morning he spoke to his father about it. The older man told him that it was “Macdonnochie” [the Gaelic patronymic of the Lord of Inverawe] whom he had seen, and who came to tell him that he had been killed in a great battle in America. Sure enough, said my informant, it was on that very day that the Laird died of the wounds he suffered at Ticonderoga.







And so, like the ghosts that inspired it, the legend of the haunting of Duncan Campbell refuses to die. It just gets better as time goes on. We’ll let Robert Louis Stevenson conclude the story:




And it fell on the morrow’s morning,
In the fiercest of the fight,
That Duncan Campbell bit the dust
As he foretold at night;
And far from the hills of heather
Far from the isles of the sea,
He sleeps in the place of the name
As it was doomed to be.





THE GHOSTS OF BEARDSLEE CASTLE





In the beautiful Mohawk Valley, Beardslee Castle stands as a testament to the presence of the undead. It’s said to be a favorite playground for all manner of ghosts, in particular the Native Americans who inhabited the region and who, during the French and Indian War, experienced a trauma on the grounds that may have been the beginning of the Indians’ war with the Beardslees.




In a picturesque area of upstate New York, elegant old Beardslee Castle welcomes visitors from all over the world. They come not only for the cuisine and the hospitality, but also for the chance to experience one of the many ghost sightings for which the restaurant has become famous.




Although Beardslee Castle dates from 1860, the land on which it was built is far older. Just to the east of the castle is the site of what was once a major Mohawk camp that dated from the 1400s. In the mid-eighteenth century, during the French and Indian War, the Mohawk Valley was the central supply point for militias along the northern borders of the colonies and was of critical strategic importance to both the British, who used it as a corridor to the Great Lakes, from which to attack New France directly, and to the French, for whom it was a corridor to the Hudson Valley and the heart of British North America.




A fortified homestead that was a storage house for munitions and powder stood on the property where the castle is now located, in Little Falls, New York. One night, the story goes, a band of Indians broke into the home to steal the munitions. But their torches ignited the powder and the intruders blew themselves up. Their spirits, many maintain, haunt the castle to this day, along with the ghosts of other peeved Native Americans. Psychic researchers who have visited the castle agree on the presence of some sort of restless spirit energy on the premises and believe that it is somehow linked to the Indians who long inhabited the region.




Augustus Beardslee built his impressive estate just before the Civil War. His son, Guy Beardslee, graduated from West Point in 1879 and spent time in North Dakota, fighting the Sioux. He returned to New York with many trophies of his exploits, among which were Indian war bonnets, tomahawks, knives, and other ceremonial artifacts. The Sioux hold sacred such artifacts of war, but Beardslee apparently didn’t have much respect for these items, which might explain why unfortunate things began occurring at the castle. As the castle’s Web site notes, the mere presence of these artifacts “could have profound effects, especially if they had been taken in battle.”




Another way in which Guy Beardslee may not have endeared himself to Native American spirits concerned the part he played in bringing electricity to the Mohawk Valley. In 1892 he was paid $40,000 to harness the waterfalls in the area for electric power. He thus is credited with building the first rural electrification plant in the United States. What the white man saw as a boon to civilization, however, would have come under the classification of supreme bad luck to the local Mohawks, who regarded the waterfalls with awe, as a manifestation of the Great Spirit on earth. Guy Beardslee’s meddling with nature undoubtedly would have been seen as nothing less than sacrilege.




In 1919 Beardslee was vacationing in Florida when the castle mysteriously caught fire. The cause was never determined, but all of the Sioux war artifacts were destroyed in the blaze. Of course, it could have been just one of those things. On the other hand, the incident seems to have a place in the long list of disturbing events that have been reported in and around the castle ever since.




After the fire, the castle was restored. Beardslee died in 1937, and in 1946 Anton “Pop” Christensen and his wife purchased the property and turned it into a restaurant. In the 1950s Pop Christensen became terminally ill. One tragic day, his body was found in the ladies’ room. Despondent over his illness, he had hanged himself. Soon thereafter, inexplicable things began happening at the castle. It began with simple mischief—kitchen utensils being misplaced immediately after they had been set, glassware moved around, items taken out of cupboards and relocated to other spots.




But then mischief escalated to malevolence. Employees arrived in the morning to find chairs and tables overturned. Some insisted they had seen silverware flying through the air. Bottles and glasses exploded with no provocation. Noises with no discernable source could be heard throughout the building. Water turned on and off by itself. One night, half in jest, several employees decided to try to contact the “ghosts” with the aid of a Ouija board. At one point the board spelled out “L-E-A-V-E.” Then the lights went out. And then one of the participants got a good dose of genuine spirit wrath.




“I felt physically assaulted by some invisible force,” he reported. “It hit me in the chest and pushed me clear across the room. Then it knocked me to the floor.” The Ouija enthusiasts needed no further encouragement. They fled the castle.




Several years later, hostess Cherrie Fox and two other restaurant employees experienced similar ghostly inhospitality. They were closing up for the night and were just about to go into the back room to turn off the lights when Fox said, “There’s somebody in there.” The three turned back and returned to the bar. That was when they heard the sound—a sound, Fox said, that was positively nonhuman. “It was the combination of a shriek and a growl. It was so loud it seemed to come from all around us.” The unearthly utterance propelled the three employees up the stairs and out of the castle. As in the case of the Ouija players, a sinister presence obviously wanted these three to “L-E-A-V-E”—A-S-A-P.




At around the time of these occurrences, the castle’s owner invited Norm Gauthier, an investigator from the New Hampshire Institute for Paranormal Research, and some forty reporters from various media to a ghost hunting party. Armed with EVP equipment and incense, Gauthier proceeded to test the premises for paranormal activity. At the end of the night, when the tapes were played back, faint whispery voices could be heard. There was no sign, however, of any irritation on the part of the spirits; in fact, some sounded almost playful—as if they were delighted to have media attention at last. Gauthier’s expert conclusion? The castle was haunted by at least two spirits.




Could one of those spirits be “Abigail,” the young woman many people have described as dressed in white, wandering the grounds or standing in windows? Supposedly, Abigail was a bride who died the night before her wedding at the castle, in the days when it was still a residence. Several psychics have reported encountering a young woman in a white satin dress with a high collar and long sleeves. Perhaps the most convincing evidence of Abigail’s presence, though, was the account of a visitor who was completely unfamiliar with both the property and its attendant ghost stories. This witness not only described the “lady in white”—she actually had some detailed information about her. The young woman, she said, was “fond of fabrics, flowers, and most of all, the castle. She’s still here because she loved the place so much.”




Others have seen a young child walking along the roadside late at night. And then there are the supposed sightings of Guy Beardslee himself, walking the grounds holding a lantern with a blue light and searching for a lost child who had been killed. The lantern has been witnessed by numerous people, including one of Pop Christensen’s granddaughters, who said she saw it floating on its own behind the castle.




In the 1950s, immediately following Pop Christensen’s suicide, the phenomenon of the “evil lights” began. Travelers along Route 5 reported seeing a blinding blue or yellow light that would burst from the trees, chasing them down the road. The light was the cause of a number of fatal accidents. One woman who survived a crash that killed her husband described the event. “The light rushed out from the trees and blinded my husband. The car went off the road and crashed into a tree.” The unexplained lights have been around for years. The newest owners of the castle report that “in the past six years since the castle reopened, we have had four incidents of cars driving off the road in a perfectly clear, straight stretch less than a quarter-mile long in front of the castle.”




One accident in particular still has everyone baffled, including the police. A couple was traveling past the castle when a young woman stepped out into the road. Unable to stop in time, they hit her. Horrified, they got out of the car and rushed to the victim—only to find no one there. Fortunately, there were witnesses in a car traveling in the opposite direction. They backtracked to the scene and were also mystified. Yes, they insisted, we saw her. She walked right out in front of you. We saw the whole thing.




When the police arrived, everyone scoured the area, searching for a body. But they never found anyone. And there were no marks on the car.




Eerie disturbances became part of life at the castle. Staff routinely refused to go upstairs alone and unanimously deemed certain rooms more haunted than others. Weird noises were everywhere. Music was sometimes heard floating down from the second floor, along with the sound of a woman singing. There was the frequent sound of muttering, and a number of employees heard their names sharply whispered, as though from a fellow staff member. But when they looked around, there was never anyone there. There were the sounds of doors opening and closing. Employees reported hearing footsteps across the main hall—after everyone had left the dining rooms.




And then there are the photographs. Strange rainbows that don’t conform to the traditional light spectrum, ghostly mists and auras, orbs, and other phenomena have appeared in photos taken throughout the castle and in the mausoleum where the Beardslee deceased are buried. The most convincing shot, however, was taken by a former staff member who decided to snap some pictures of his old haunts, no pun intended. When he had the film developed, the form of a shadowy figure with an expression of alarm covered the entire frame. The photo was declared authentic by the producer of television’s Haunted History, who, in his many travels to haunted locations throughout the country, had been shown hundreds of such images. But this one, he said, was “the best I’ve ever seen—bar none.”




And it seems the Native Americans might still have a score to settle with the Beardslees. In 1989, seventy years after the castle mysteriously burned down in 1919, fire again struck the building. It supposedly started in the kitchen, in the early hours of the morning. Again, the cause was undetermined, and there was no one in the kitchen at the time. At the same time, water pipes inexplicably burst in the basement and continued to leak for three years.




A psychic living in New York City did a long-distance “reading” on the castle and pinpointed the disruptive and eerie activity in the exact sites employees and patrons had described. The most haunted areas were those where water was present, particularly where water problems had plagued the building. Could this have anything to do with the Native American belief in water as the dwelling place of spirits? Perhaps if Guy Beardslee hadn’t tampered with those waterfalls, the castle might be ghost-free. Today we are complaining about the skyrocketing costs of electricity. But could it be that back in 1892, when the lights first went on at Beardslee Castle, the price of electricity was far higher than anyone could know?




THE HEADLESS GHOST OF FORT NIAGARA




Near Buffalo, New York
By Troy Taylor




Love is often central to any ghost story, even those of conflict and war. The story of the headless soldier that haunts old Fort Niagara, north of Buffalo, is no exception. The legend of this lingering spirit dates back to 1759 and the French and Indian War. The British had isolated Fort Niagara, and for two weeks, they bombarded the French and their Native American allies who were trapped inside.




The fear of the battle, combined with long-simmering jealousies, caused an act of violence that has literally haunted this fort ever since.




The French and Indian War, also known as the Seven Year’s War, was another chapter in the long struggle between the French and the British in America. The British had colonized the east coast, and the French had settled in the north and west, along the Mississippi River and the Great Lakes. The two mighty nations began to collide as the French began to threaten the British claims in the Ohio River Valley. A series of skirmishes followed in 1754 and 1755 with the French easily defeating British commanders like the young George Washington, General Edward Braddock, and Braddock’s successor, Governor William Shirley of Massachusetts. The battles led to an official declaration of war by Britain in 1756.




The British continued to fare poorly, however. Their military efforts were hampered by a lack of interest in the war at home, rivalries among the American colonies, and the success that France had with winning the support of Native Americans. The tide finally began to turn in 1757 when the new British leader, William Pitt, began borrowing money to pay for the war and began paying the colonies to raise troops to fight.




In July 1758, the British finally won their first real victory at Louisburg, along the St. Lawrence River, and then, a month later, they took over Fort Frontenac, located to the west. In November, General John Forbes captured Fort Duquesne, at the meeting of the Allegheny and Monongahela Rivers and the present-day site of Pittsburgh, and renamed it Fort Pitt, in honor of the British commander.




The British then closed in on the French in Quebec. General James Wolfe won a spectacular victory there in September 1759, even though Wolfe and the French commander, the Marquis de Montcalm, were both fatally wounded.




After the fall of Montreal in September 1760, the French lost Canada but gained an ally. Spain sided with France against England, which forced the British to deal with problems elsewhere for the remainder of the war.




The war ended with the signing of the Treaty of Paris in 1763. The British ended up with Canada and took Florida from Spain, but Spain was given Louisiana in exchange. The French were allowed to keep their islands in the West Indies. This arrangement strengthened the American colonies by removing rivals in the north and south and opening the Mississippi Valley to eventual expansion.




It was in 1759, while the war was still raging, that Fort Niagara became an important part of the conflict. The origins of the fort, though, dated back to nearly a century before the battle that took place there.




The first structure on the site that would be Fort Niagara was built by René-Robert Cavelier, Sieur de La Salle, in 1678. He called it Fort Conti, but it only lasted for nine years. It was replaced by another fort, built by the Governor of New France, the Marquis de Denonville, which he named for himself, and he posted one hundred men there under the command of Captain Pierre de Troyes. The soldiers were meant to guard the interests of France against attacks by foreign troops, but there was little they could do against sickness and starvation. When a relief force arrived at the fort after its first winter, they found only twelve survivors. The fort was abandoned in 1688.




In 1720, the French returned, this time asking for permission from the Seneca nation before building any structures. Louis-Thomas Chabert de Joncaire, who had been captured by the tribe years before and then adopted by them, was given permission to build a trading post that he carefully called the “House of Peace” where the previous forts had stood. It was meant to represent the peaceful intent that the French had toward the Native Americans and was chiefly used as a place to trade furs.




The structure began to expand in 1726. A gate that would eventually open into Fort Niagara was established at the southern bastion and called Porte des Cinq Nations, the Gate of the Five Nations, in honor of the Iroquois Confederacy. The fort continued to grow as tensions between the French and the British increased in the years that followed.




In 1759, during the French and Indian War, it became the scene of a nineteen-day siege that would come to be called the Battle of Fort Niagara.




The capture of Fort Niagara was part of the plans made by British General Jeffrey Amherst as he attempted to cut off military supplies between Canada and the French garrisons in the Ohio Valley. Amherst ordered Brigadier General John Prideaux to lead the expedition, which included Sir William Johnson, a British Indian agent who commanded the expedition’s Iroquois forces.




Most of Fort Niagara’s recent construction had been directed by Captain Pierre Pouchot. He was at the fort in early 1759 when General Montcalm and the Governor of New France, the Marquis de Vaudreuil, sent him with about 2,500 men to fortify the garrison. Under orders from Vaudreuil, Pouchot sent many of those men to Fort Machault in mid-June as part of a plan to reinforce French forts in the Ohio Valley and to attack the British at Fort Pitt.




It turned out to be a costly mistake. This left only about 500 soldiers, artillerymen, and militia troops to defend Fort Niagara.




British troops under Prideaux’s command numbered about 2,200 men. He also commanded 2,500 militia soldiers from New York and another 700 from Rhode Island. Delayed by flooding along the Mohawk River and the late arrival of some of the militia companies, the British expedition did not leave Schenectady until the middle of May. In late June, they arrived at Fort Oswego, where they were joined by William Johnson and 600 Iroquois warriors.




Leaving behind men to hold Fort Oswego, Prideaux departed for Fort Niagara on July 1. They slipped past French ships patrolling Lake Ontario and, on July 6, landed out of sight of the fort. The following morning, the siege of Fort Niagara began.




The French were seriously outmanned and outgunned, but they had the safety of the fort’s thick walls––at first. But within less than 300 soldiers, including some Iroquois defectors, they soon began to starve and turned on each other when they weren’t being pummeled by the British guns. They finally surrendered on July 26 after their relief troops were defeated at the Battle of Belle-Famille, two miles south of the fort.




The British won the battle, but not without their own losses. General John Prideaux literally lost his head during the siege, walking in front of a mortar that was being test-fired at Fort Niagara. This left Sir William Johnson in command, who was not part of the regular army. Regardless, since he was the commander of the Iroquois fighters, no one questioned his authority.




The fort remained under British control for the next thirty-seven years. During the American Revolution, it was used as a New York base for Colonel John Butler and Butler’s Rangers, a Tory militia under the command of the British army. The fort was ceded to the United States at the end of the war, but it continued to be under British control for the next thirteen years. Only after the signing of the Jay Treaty in 1796 was the fort occupied by American forces. Until that time, British loyalists who fled from the United States were given food from the military stores of the fort and land grants in the surrounding area. During the War of 1812, the fort was again captured by British forces, and they held it until the fighting came to an end under the terms of the Treaty of Ghent. It has been a U.S. property ever since.




During the Civil War, a “new” Fort Niagara was built outside the walls of the original fort, and later, it was valued for its thousand-yard rifle range and its access to railroads and industrial centers in Buffalo. Fort Niagara trained soldiers for the Spanish-American War and the Great War, and during World War II, it served as an induction center and later as a POW camp for around 1,200 German soldiers captured in North Africa. Following World War II, it was a headquarters for anti-aircraft artillery and later, Nike missiles. Fort Niagara was officially deactivated in 1963, but military presence continues at the fort with the United States Coast Guard still operating there. This makes Fort Niagara one of the longest continuously operating military bases in the county, from 1726 to the present day.




A tremendous amount of history has taken place at Fort Niagara over the last two and a half centuries, but none of that history has left the kind of mark behind that the French and Indian War has. It was during that nineteen-day siege of the fort that a violent event created a lingering legend that is still talked about—and experienced—today.




In July 1759, Fort Niagara was surrounded by the British. Cut off from food, fresh water, supplies, ammunition, and aid, the French soldiers and their Native American allies inside of the fort were constantly bombarded by the British troops that surrounded them.




As desperation began to set in for the trapped French officers and soldiers, they turned on each other. Weeks and months of irritations, annoyances, and jealousies flared up, and combined with the terror of the battle, tensions boiled over behind the walls of the fort. This was especially true of two French officers who had both fallen in love with the same Seneca woman. It was during the siege, the legend states, that they decided to settle matters between then once and for all.




Their hatred for one another had been simmering for quite some time, starting well before the siege. At that time, parties were often held at the fort for the officers, and young Seneca women were brought in from a nearby village to provide a female presence for the evening.




One of the French officers responsible for escorting the young women to the fort was Henri Le Clerc, and he had become especially fond of a girl named Onita. On one particular night, a short time before the battle, Le Clerc arrived with Onita and the other women and found the party was already underway. There was music playing, plenty of food, and far too much wine being served.




For the most part, Le Clerc got along with all the other officers stationed at the fort, with one exception—a man named Jean-Claude De Rochefort. They disliked one another and had argued frequently. De Rochefort had been drinking heavily before Le Clerc returned, and he made a point of sitting closely on the other side of Onita. Le Clerc tried to ignore the other man’s clumsy advances toward Onita, but it was nearly impossible. He constantly interrupted their conversations, and his behavior worsened with each glass of wine that he drank.




Tempers flared, hard words were exchanged, and then swords were drawn. As the men began fighting, they moved toward a twisting stairwell, and Le Clerc tripped and fell, hitting his head on the floor. The drunken De Rochefort took advantage of his unconscious opponents and ran him through with his sword.




But his feeling of triumph quickly vanished as he realized what he had done. Knowing he could be hanged for murder if he was caught, De Rochefort panicked, and he decided to try and dispose of the evidence of his crime. He would hack apart the body and throw the pieces into the lake. If the corpse were discovered, it would look as though Le Clerc had run afoul of hostile natives.




He raised his sword and lopped off Le Clerc’s head. He grabbed it by the hair and carried it out to the lake, tossing it into the water. When he returned to the stairs, he heard voices from upstairs. He knew the party was ending, and soon, the officers and the young women would come down the stairs. De Rochefort used all his strength to carry the dead man’s body to a nearby stone well and pitch it into the dark water below. Then, as quickly as he could, he mopped up the blood from the gruesome scene as quickly as he could.




When the party ended, the officers staggered back to their barracks and went to bed. No one wondered where Le Clerc was. They assumed he must have already gone to sleep. No one started looking for him for two days, but, of course, their search led nowhere. The man had simply vanished.




Only Onita suspected the truth, but she had no way to prove that De Roche-fort had killed him.




For a short time, she stopped going to parties at the fort, convinced that Henri was dead. She only decided to return so that she could listen and learn whatever she could about the fate of Le Clerc. She was befriended by another officer, a man named Jacques, and Onita did all she could to find out what the other soldiers believed had happened to Le Clerc.




Jacques was uncomfortable talking about the missing officer at first, but as Onita walked with him near the fort late one night, Jacques began to tell her of the fruitless search for the missing man.




As they were taking, they both heard a noise like something scraping against stone. Turning toward the sound, they were paralyzed by the sight of a hand reaching out over the edge of a nearby stone well. Another hand followed, then the forearms of a man could be seen, clad in a torn and tattered French officer’s uniform. The figure dragged itself up, and out of the well and in the moonlight, Jacques and Onita could see that the man had no head.




The headless soldier, wearing the uniform of the missing Henri De Clerc, stood before them, swaying in the shadows. It took a step toward them, and the horrified pair ran into the fort, convinced they finally knew the truth of what happened to the missing man.




The next morning, Jacques ordered the well to be searched, and Le Clerc’s headless body was found. At the sight of it, De Rochefort confessed, and he was hanged a short time later. Justice, it seemed, had been served for Henri Le Clerc.




But the dead man did not rest in peace. As the years passed, each time there was a full moon over Fort Niagara, witnesses would claim to see the headless soldier, Henri Le Clerc, in the vicinity of the old stone well. Even after the well was covered by the British, fearing it had been poisoned by the French, the ghost would still make an appearance. He lurched awkwardly along, dripping wet, as he searched in vain for his missing head.




In the 1920s, the well was restored as part of the effort to preserve the history of the fort, and the legend of the headless soldier was inadvertently revived. It continues to be told today, and the stories still claim that when the full moon appears in the sky above the fort, Henri Le Clerc walks again.
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