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Introduction

I was driving Route 18/151 out of Madison when I saw a reference to the Grumpy Troll Brewery and Pub on a sign that I passed. My intended destination—that overcast morning of my third day in Wisconsin—was Mineral Point, but I found myself taking a right at the next exit. The Grumpy Troll? This I had to see!

Soon I was driving into Mount Horeb—famed for its mustard museum, of all things. As the car climbed the small hill into town, I started seeing trolls all over Main Street. Wooden ones, I hasten to add—lest someone think I’d already had one too many at the pub! When I saw a sign for the visitors’ center, I stopped to ask about the trolls, which I learned were made by a local artist. Enchanted by now, I wandered up and down the street to look at each one of them. Then I hit a bookshop and stocked up on books about troll folklore and bought a small replica of a troll to take home with me. (He’s sitting next to my computer as I write this, contemplating mischief, no doubt, just like the “House Troll” who met his end in Mount Horeb.)

After spending some time enjoying the Norwegian atmosphere of Mount Horeb and snapping photos of the six-foot Viking helmet on the wall of the building next to my car, I decided to keep driving down the road to the town of Blue Mounds (population 700) in hopes of finding a place to have some lunch. After wandering a bit, I found myself in a pleasant little pub with great hamburgers. I stood out, of course, being the only nonlocal eating there. What fun!

Then I was off to visit the Cave of the Mounds, guided by a knowledgeable lady who showed me all its delightful quirks, including “the Narrows,” a passage almost too narrow to squeeze through; Polly the “parrot,” a stalagmite that glows in the dark; a miniature cave inside a cave; a six-foot fossil in the ceiling of the cave; and black-and-blue stalactites. Outside again, I explored the grounds, which were fabulously landscaped with native prairie plants that climbed the hillside toward a red barn set at its peak.

Tired and hungry, I headed back to Madison, where I had dinner at a nice restaurant attached to the big West Towne Mall and learned some ghost stories from the waitstaff, Jack and Ashley. A swim in the hotel pool completed my day, and soon I was sound asleep, dreaming of mustard-eating trolls that strolled through caverns deep, talking to Polly the parrot. Another typical day in the life a folklorist.

I love Wisconsin. What a wonderful state! It is so rich in folklore and family stories that I could spend a lifetime there and barely scratch the surface. I filled my days riding through the rolling farmland, trying to imagine what it looked like when the primeval forest covered the land. I wandered north and south, east and west; from the Illinois border up toward Lake Superior, from the Mississippi River across to Lake Michigan.

In Mineral Point, I visited Pendavaris, the site of a once-flourishing Cornish mining community. Parking in the shadow of the Merry Christmas Mine hill, I took a guided tour of the historic houses preserved by the museum and spent a delightful hour eating saffron cake (a Cornish favorite) and talking Tommy-knockers and ghosts with the woman who ran the gift shop. As it turned out, she lived in an 1850s Cornish lead miner’s house reputed to be haunted by a man in a black cape and top hat! Who knew a stop at the gift shop would turn up such a great ghost story?

In Schuylerville to the south, I once again entered the world of the Cornish miner and the “Knocker,” descending deep into a lead mine. (I entered via staircase, I hasten to add—no way would I have gone down via bucket, rope, and windlass like those intrepid miners did every day!) The mine ceilings were only four feet high in places, and mysterious passages veered this way and that. A cool spring bubbled up inside one passage, and the guide informed me that the miners had once stood in its chilly waters as they worked hour after hour, using only one candle at a time to help them locate and mine lead. They must have had eyes like a cat!

In Eau Claire, I visited the Paul Bunyan Logging Camp Museum to learn more about the life of the lumberjacks who once strip-cleared most of Wisconsin and to learn more about the massive folk hero and Babe, his big blue ox. According to Paul Bunyan lore, the larger-than-life lumberjack spent one whole season in the woods of Wisconsin fighting the effects of the “Dark Lord’s Curse” after inadvertently upsetting the Lake Superior water god known to friends and enemies alike as Matchi-Manitou.

I could go on and on about my adventures in Wisconsin. In La Crosse, I took a paddleboat ride on the Mississippi River, where “Whiskey Jack” once rode his rafts down to the lumber markets in St. Louis. In Green Bay, I spent several peaceful hours walking the shores of Lake Michigan where the French-Canadian voyageurs once roamed, and Helene almost married a loup-garou. In Door County, I discovered a small-town park right on Lake Michigan and sat on a wooden swing watching the approach of a huge storm that whipped the water into whitecaps and made the shore grass bend and wave in a mad fury. It reminded me of another fierce wind that once heralded the approach of a massive whirlpool, sprung miraculously to life in time to defeat a terrible enemy trying to invade Washington Island (“North”).

From Ringlingville, once home to the Ringling Brothers Circus in Baraboo, to Pepin, once home to Laura Ingalls Wilder; from the stately dignity of Madison to the bustling breweries and hubbub of Milwaukee, Wisconsin is a state brimming with history and lore. I spoke to people from all walks of life—mining experts, lumbermen, museum curators, shopkeepers, schoolchildren, eminent scholars, tourists, and fourth-generation residents—and gathered more spooky stories than I could ever write about. My favorites are in this collection.

It was with great reluctance that I bade farewell to the Badger State, and I’ve already got my next trip planned. If you happen to be in Madison come early summer, be sure to stop by for a chat. I’ll be sitting on the terrace in back of Memorial Union, looking out over Lake Mendota, and eating homemade ice cream. See you there!

—S. E. Schlosser
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Ghost Stories
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The Shrouded Horseman

MILWAUKEE

When the Civil War ended, Jeremiah Jones, once a slave, found himself a free man. Eager to make a new life for himself, he made his way north to Milwaukee. For several years, he worked odd jobs until he earned enough money to buy himself a big white horse and a dray—a low, flatbed wagon without sides. Shortly thereafter, he was hired on as a drayman with the Phillip Best Brewing Company.

Jeremiah had carefully studied each of the breweries in town and had decided he wanted to work for the Bests. The company had a good reputation. It was started by a German family who came to Milwaukee in 1842. At first, they had opened a vinegar works. Then Father Best, who was a brewer, arrived from Mettenheim, and the family decided to set up a brewery instead. They bought a place on Chestnut Street Hill, and young Phillip contracted with a local ironmonger to build a boiler for the business. When it was ready, Phillip walked down the hill carrying his entire fortune tied up in a red handkerchief. He gave it to the ironmonger as a down payment for the boiler, and when the kindly man allowed him to take the boiler immediately, he promised to keep the ironmonger swimming in beer for the rest of his life. Kept his word too; that ironmonger never wanted for drink another day in his life, and he lived for 80 years, too!

At first, the Bests did all the work in the brewery, even making of the barrels themselves. Then business started to boom, and they were forced to hire on more staff, especially after they took sides in a political debate about the new state constitution. The Bests supported a provision on suffrage for the city’s foreign-born people, and Francis Neukirch, a competitor in the brewing industry, opposed it. The Bests’ stance on the issue created a movement among the city’s immigrants; suddenly, they started boycotting the “anti-constitution” Neukirch beer and encouraging all and sundry to drink the “pro-constitution” Best beer. Pro-constitution supporters would line up on one end of the bar, taunting the other side by toasting “Prosit, Best,” while the anti-constitution contingent countered by shouting “Prosit, Neukirch” from the other side. The shrewd tavern keepers claimed they could serve either Best’s or Neukirch’s beer to their customers, but in fact, all the beer was drawn from the same keg!

The Best family business prospered as a result of the feud, so much so that one of the brothers left the family enterprise in 1848 to start a brewery of his own, which he later sold to Miller for $10,000. In the meantime, the prospering family brewery was renamed the Phillip Best Brewing Company when son Phillip took control of the business in 1860. Two of Phillip’s sons-in-law were responsible for the management of the brewery, and it became the first exporter of Milwaukee beer.

A major turning point for the Best brewery came in fall 1871 when much of Chicago burned down, including most of that city’s breweries. Best, along with Miller, Schlitz, Blatz, and others, were quick to fill Chicago’s gap. By 1872, half of Milwaukee’s beer was sold out of town. The city’s population was only 75,000, but Milwaukee’s breweries shipped more beer than did New York, Philadelphia, or St. Louis. By this time, Best was the leading Milwaukee brewery. In 1869, the company had produced less than 24,000 barrels. By the time Jeremiah Jones joined the company in 1873, it was turning out 100,000 barrels annually—more than any other US brewery.

Jeremiah would begin each day by stopping his dray wagon in front of the stone-lined hillside vaults that resembled caverns, where the beer kegs were chilled. Once his wagon was loaded, he would begin his delivery rounds, greeting everyone with a cheerful smile and a joke that delighted the brewery’s customers and earned him a good reputation among the Best management staff. He was so industrious and trustworthy that he was given more responsibilities and better pay. Jones quickly earned enough to buy property on the outskirts of town. He built a beautiful little cottage and a big barn for his white horse and dray.

Once he was settled into a home of his own, Jeremiah decided it was time to marry. He had his eye on a pretty girl named Lucille whom he had met while out on his deliveries. Whenever duties permitted, he’d park his dray near Lucille’s house, and the two lovebirds would laugh and talk together. Sometimes they’d walk shyly along the road, and he’d give her wildflowers he’d brought from his cottage garden.

No one in Lucille’s family considered the relationship more than a casual friendship, so they were taken completely aback the day that Lucille came home and announced that she and Jeremiah had just been married by the justice of the peace. Her parents were surprised by the match but quickly resigned themselves to the situation, not wishing to alienate their only daughter. But for Lucille’s brother James, it was entirely another matter. He thought that Lucille had married beneath her station, and he hated the former slave for stealing his sister’s heart. James was so enraged that the drayman had presumed to marry his only sister that he turned bright red and couldn’t speak for a full five minutes after Lucille broke the news.

Then he grabbed Jeremiah by the collar and kicked him roughly out of the house, using the most offensive language imaginable. Jeremiah did not dignify the foul words with a response, but Lucille, watching, knew that he would not soon forget his treatment by his new brother-in-law.

James followed Lucille up to her room and begged her to have the marriage annulled. Ignoring him, she calmly packed her bags—tossing them out of the window to her new husband when James blocked the door—and then climbed out of the same window and down the wisteria vines to the grass below.

Lucille left her parents’ home forever in the dray drawn by the large white horse, and she never set foot in that part of the city again. She and Jeremiah lived simply but happily in their little cottage by the woods. Lucille’s mother sometimes stopped by to visit and would spend the day sewing with her daughter and chattering about their friends and neighbors. Nothing was ever said about James, who had loudly disowned Lucille the day she married Jeremiah and left home.

Three months had thus passed when Lucille returned home from a Ladies Aid meeting early one evening to find an empty house. This was strange because Jeremiah was usually done with the chores by that time and could be found sitting at the fireside intently reading the daily newspaper. She glanced around the small cottage, puzzled by his absence. Grabbing up a lantern, she went out to the barn.

As Lucille approached the wide double doors, her heart started pounding. There was an oddly metallic smell in the air—the smell of blood. Something was wrong! Lucille wrenched the barn doors open and stepped inside. The light of the lantern fell onto a blood-stained floor. Then she saw the broken body of her husband lying a few feet away. With a scream, Lucille ran to him and knelt down in a puddle of blood.

“Jeremiah,” she cried. “Jeremiah!” There was no response. She hadn’t really expected one. There was so much blood all over the floor. No one could have lost so much and still be alive.

Time had slowed down for Lucille. Each second ticked by like an age as she placed the lantern with exaggerated care on the floor beside her husband’s body, reached out with shaking hands, and turned him over. His face was battered almost beyond recognition; his arms and legs broken in several places. Half-hidden under his leg she saw a familiar silver pocket watch—one that she had last seen attached to her brother’s waistcoat.

“Oh, Jeremiah,” Lucille sobbed, pulling his bloodied body into her arms and rocking back and forth in agony. “Oh, my love.”

Her screams had alerted their neighbors, Charlie and Jane, who came running to find out what was wrong. Charlie took one look at the mess inside the barn and immediately sent Jane home. He tried to get Lucille to get up and go with her, but she didn’t even seem to notice he was there. She just kept sobbing as she clutched Jeremiah’s body in her arms.

It was a long time before Charlie could persuade Lucille to lay the body down. He helped her to her feet, and she watched dully as her neighbor covered Jeremiah with a thick horse blanket. Then he escorted her firmly back to the cottage and asked Jane to minister to the stricken woman.

Walking back to the barn, Charlie went to check on the white horse and was not surprised to find it lying dead with its throat cut. A few feet further on, Jeremiah’s dray lay smashed to pieces. Charlie shut the barn doors carefully on the scene and went to summon the sheriff.

Lucille’s brother had fled the city by the time the sheriff arrived at his house to question him regarding Jeremiah Jones’s murder. A warrant for his arrest was put out, but James was nowhere to be found. After the funeral, Lucille put the cottage up for sale and went to live with an aunt in Madison, unable to bear the thought of staying in the city where she had lost her husband. No one in the area wanted to buy the house, thinking it had been tainted by such a brutal murder, so it remained empty. Charlie and his wife looked after it for Lucille whenever they had time to spare. And that was that. Everyone thought this story had ended, and life in Milwaukee went on as usual. Until one evening at dusk, when the phantom appeared.

It was Charlie who saw first saw the ghost. As he rode his horse into the barnyard early one evening, the animal suddenly reared with a terrified whinny and Charlie was almost thrown. He wrestled for control and finally managed to bring the horse back down on all fours. Only then did he look up and see the dray drawn by a glowing white horse coming slowly down the road. It was driven by a tall figure wearing a gray shroud that whipped and flapped under the force of an invisible gale. The wheels of the dray were a good two feet above the surface of the road. It took all of Charlie’s strength to keep his terrified horse from bolting as the phantom drayman turned down the lane toward the Jones place and passed out of sight. Charlie had recognized the horse and dray at once. The spirit of Jeremiah Jones had returned a month to the day after he had been killed.

Sightings of the ghost became frequent in that section of Milwaukee. It was not uncommon for fellows to stagger into the local tavern, white as a sheet, and collapse at the bar for a few drinks after seeing the shrouded figure driving toward them with its robes flapping in the unearthly wind. There was something menacing about the phantom, which drove all the highways and byways, as if it were seeking something or someone. Charlie was convinced that Jones had returned to avenge himself on his murderer and would not rest until he found him.

About six months after the sightings began, Charlie was summoned to his front door one evening at dusk by a harsh knocking. His wife looked up in alarm, and Charlie motioned for her to stay in the kitchen as he went to open the door. Standing on the porch was a drunken, red-faced figure that he recognized at once as Lucille’s brother, James.

“Where’s Lucy?” the man slurred, looming over Charlie until their noses almost touched. “I looked for her on the farm, but she ain’t there. Where’s she?”

“Lucille has gone away,” Charlie said, motioning to his wife behind him with one hand. Go get the sheriff, he willed mentally to her. Go get the sheriff. He heard the back door click softly and knew she was on her way. Now all he had to do was keep James occupied until the sheriff arrived.

“We’ve been taking care of the cottage for her,” he said, trying not to breathe in the alcoholic fumes that were wafting off the tall, swaying figure. “Would you like to see it?”

“My cottage now,” slurred the elder brother. “I earned it!” He chuckled to himself, obviously delighted by the crime he had committed against his sister and her husband.

Charlie led him off the porch and walked slowly across the farmyard to give his wife time to run down the road to the sheriff’s place, which was half a mile away. Lucille’s brother wasn’t in good shape for walking, anyway. He staggered this way and that, first bumping into the fence and then tripping over the front gate. As Charlie stepped out into the road, a cool breeze unrolled over the landscape like a frozen carpet. Charlie gasped, his eyes fixed on a point of blue light down the road.

“Whatcha stopping for?” grumbled James, righting himself and giving the gate a vicious kick for good measure. Charlie didn’t answer. He couldn’t speak. Always before, when he’d seen the phantom, it had been calmly driving along in its dray. But tonight, the dray was careening down the road with the shrouded figure standing up in its seat, cracking his long whip ferociously. The white horse was wild-eyed with fury. It picked up speed when it saw the man who had killed it and its master, and it gave a scream of anger that turned Lucille’s brother around in his tracks.

With great presence of mind—considering the circumstances—Charlie stepped back behind his fence, leaving Lucille’s brother to face the music alone. The drunken man stared at the glowing figures pounding toward him down the road. He swayed left. He swayed right. He stumbled backward, trying to find his feet. On the fourth try, he managed to sort out his left leg from his right
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and fled with a scream that was all the more terrified for its delay in coming to his throat. He scuttled down the road, weaving back and forth, with the drayman and his horse thundering at his heels, the horse snapping at his back and the glowing whip cracking across his shoulders. Charlie watched them until they disappeared out of sight.

A few minutes later, Jane came racing home, her blue eyes huge with amazement and fear. “Did you see?” she gasped. “Did you see?”

“I saw Jeremiah chasing that no-good brother of Lucille’s down the road,” Charlie said.

Jane nodded vigorously. “The phantom got him just as the sheriff and I came out his front door. The ghost snapped the end of the whip around his leg and pulled him off his feet. Then the horse and dray drove right through him! James gave a sort of gasp and then flopped onto the ground, dead as a mackerel, with a look of sheer terror on his face. And serves him right too,” she added. “Nasty, horrible man. Justifiable homicide by a ghost, the sheriff called it. I’m going inside right away to write and tell Lucy.”

She marched into the house, and Charlie followed her, after sending one more incredulous glance down the road to the place the phantom had appeared. He had a feeling that this was the last time they would ever see the ghost of Jeremiah Jones—and he was right.
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Practical Joker

JANESVILLE

When Old Man Thompson died of natural causes in his sleep, folks about town heaved a quiet sigh of relief. It wasn’t that we’d hated ol’ Jed. It was because we’d no longer have to suffer any more of his dad-blamed practical jokes, which had annoyed many of us for years.

Jed’s escapades were legendary. There was the time he loosened two wheels on Missus Lawrence’s wagon while she was waiting at the train station to pick up her new mother-in-law. The wheels fell off as they drove out of the station yard, and the elder Missus Lawrence went crashing over the rail of the bridge and into the stream below. The Lawrences were still not speaking to Jed 20 years later, long after old Missus Lawrence had gone on to Glory herself.

Then there was the summer Jed milked the Fredericksons’ cow dry every afternoon. When his task was complete, Jed would leave the milk in strange places: up a tree, down by the creek, in Missus Frederickson’s sewing room. Once he even left it under the bed! The Fredericksons began to think that an old-world hobgoblin had followed them when they had emigrated from Cornwall. But one day Mr. Frederickson came home early with a toothache and caught Jed in the barn.

That Jed! I could tell tales of him for days. He’d leap down on people from the branches of tall trees. He’d come running out of nowhere and jump on the tongue of a passing wagon, scaring the horses half to death and sending them careening down the road. A couple of times he leapt into the driver’s seat of a wagon, tossed the driver over the side, and raced the horses around and around town before abandoning the wagon several miles from the driver’s original destination.

And on my farm, he’d once appeared dressed like a cowboy and leapt atop old Bessy the cow like she was a horse. He cracked his whip, yelled at the other cows, and “rounded them up.” Of course, what he really did was cause a stampede. I chased him off my property waving a burning-hot branding iron in my fist, and that was the only practical joke Jed ever played on me. He claimed I had no sense of humor.

The whole town turned out for old Jed’s funeral. Some were truly sorry to see him go. Others—like the Lawrences—were there to make sure that Jed wasn’t joking this time. “Wouldn’t put it past him to come leaping out of his coffin in the middle of the service,” Mr. Frederickson said dryly as we sat down together in the same church pew at the funeral. We kept a close eye on the casket from the first prayer to the final amen, but Jed stayed where he was and didn’t even pop out when they lowered the casket into the ground. So that was that.

About a week later, Bart Bailey—the town drunk—came staggering into my yard at dusk. He was shaking from head to toe and as pale as if he’d seen a ghost. And that’s just what he claimed. He said Old Man Thompson had jumped down on top of him from a tree branch and had ridden him from the abandoned mill to the head of my lane before dropping off. The missus and me put it down to alcohol, of course—Bart Bailey was rarely sober—but truth be told, I didn’t smell any alcohol on Bailey’s breath that evening.

Two days later I found out that Bailey had been telling the truth. I was in the small cheese factory behind our barn, pressing cheese curds into molds, when I heard my cows stampeding all over the pasture. I raced outside to see ol’ Jed in his cowboy costume cracking a whip over the heads of my panicking cattle as he rode poor Bessy around and around the field. Jed was whooping and hollering and waving his whip above his head. His body was glowing with bright white-blue light, and you could see Bessy’s back through his ghostly legs. Bessy herself was wild-eyed with fear. She snorted and quivered as she raced along the fence, trying in vain to dislodge the terrible creature on her back.

“Jed, you get down this instant before you kill that cow,” I roared, leaping over the fence in one furious bound and racing after the phantom cowpoke and his steed. Jed laughed and laughed. He pushed Bessy another few paces before he leapt off her back. Bessy kept going after the fleeing herd. As I watched, they burst through the fence, trampling the wood into tiny splinters, and heading toward the back fields and the big cow pond. “Now look what you’ve done,” I shouted at the ghost, who was shaking with laughter. “Who’s going to fix that fence?”

Jed grinned, pointed a finger at me, and then vanished with a popping noise like a cork coming out of a bottle. “That’s what you think!” I shouted up toward the sky in the off chance that the good Lord had allowed Jed into Heaven—though I had my doubts.

The cows wouldn’t come near the front pasture for a week after that, which was good since it took me that long to fix the dad-blamed fence. At church on Sunday, I told Jed’s eldest son that if his father’s ghost ever came to my house to play cowboy again, he was going to fix the fence. Jim Thompson nodded glumly. He was in no position to disbelieve my story. Reports of the ghost’s antics had been coming in all week. Yes, there was no doubt in anyone’s mind that old Jed was back and worse than ever.

Jed’s ghost took to haunting the main road out of town. Folks never knew if they were going to reach the general store in safety or if the ghost was going to jump onto the tongue of their wagon and spook their horses so severely that they careened madly through the town and ran for miles out into farmland on the other side. Several local ladies started walking to town. A few even tried riding their horses, but old Jed would occasionally drop from the tree branches right behind them and ride pillion right past the general store, cackling as the frightened horse bolted for the horizon.

The wheels on the Lawrences’ carriage came off with such regularity after the return of the ghost that they were forced to check each one before leaving the house on errands. Mr. Lawrence went so far as to insist that Jim Thompson’s wife had to drive Missus Lawrence whenever she wanted to go to town to shop or attend the weekly Ladies Aid meetings to make sure she wasn’t left stranded on the side of the road. This meant an additional six-mile round trip for Jim’s wife and a whole day wasted whenever Missus Lawrence wanted to do errands. Naturally, this made Missus Thompson angry at her father-in-law’s ghost, and she started making Jim’s life pretty miserable as a result.

It was the day that Mr. Frederickson found his cow milked dry and the bucket of milk stranded on the roof of his house that things came to a head. Frederickson came galloping into town on his horse, pop-eyed with rage at the ghost who had been making all of us miserable for the past two months. He leapt off his foaming steed, threw the reins to the innkeeper’s young son, and raced down the road usually haunted by ol’ Jed, waving his fists and shouting in rage. Naturally, those of us in town dropped everything to follow him. It being a Saturday, that was just about everyone—including the Lawrence family, me, my missus, Jim Thompson, and his wife, too.

“Get out here, you no-good wiseacre, and take it like a man,” Frederickson howled dementedly up into the trees. “I can wrestle you from here to kingdom come, and by golly, I will! I’ll learn ya!”

“A wrestling match! What fun!” The ghost of Old Man Thompson jumped down from a tree branch behind Frederickson and tapped him on the shoulder. Frederickson whirled and leapt on the ghost with a growl that sounded more like that of a bear than a human.

The crowd stood back as man and ghost wrestled back and forth across the dirt road, their arms and heads locked together. Frederickson managed to get a throw on ol’ Jed, but the ghost just flipped about in midair and floated back toward his adversary.

“Unfair use of phantom techniques,” shouted Mr. Lawrence, dancing up and down in rage. “Point goes to Frederickson!”

The crowd was on Frederickson’s side, including Jed’s son and daughter-in-law. I’m not sure exactly how long the match lasted, but finally Frederickson collapsed to the ground in sheer exhaustion, clutching at his heart. Jed floated a few inches above him, hands clasped in victory above his head. And that’s when his daughter-in-law struck.
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