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INTRODUCTION

THE TOUGHEST THING ABOUT GHOSTS, especially for a writer attempting to define them, is that very few people can agree upon what they are—lingering spirits of the dead, electromagnetic patterns trapped in the atmosphere, demons or earth spirits masquerading as deceased humans, hallucinations, or delusions caused by low sound waves. Scholars, researchers, and amateur spook sleuths have proposed these scenarios and more as they seek to explain the baffling mystery of phantom sightings.

A place may easily earn a reputation as haunted by displaying any one or more of a wide range of manifestations. The most common are in the ears. People hear unexplained knocks, whispers, moans, and even distinct voices saying grumbly things like, “You should leave now.”

The eyes have it in other cases, as witnesses have reported seeing wisps of white or black shadow people, figures that float through walls or walk without legs, and even full-fledged apparitions of deceased loved ones that look like the person in full bloom of youth. That happened to my highly educated, no-nonsense landlady, Harriet Hendershot, back when I was a newlywed living in Platteville. She had a daylight visitation from her deceased younger sister a few days before their other sister passed. But apparitions may be perfect strangers, who often sport costumes from bygone eras—long coats or fancy dresses.

There is also an apparent animal kingdom in ghostland. Phantom dogs, cats, and even horses abound. Apparently, vehicles have an afterlife too, as ghost cars, trains, canoes, and covered wagons careen with or without drivers through the folk tales of many towns.

Some folks claim to know a ghost is nearby when anomalous odors suddenly fill a room. Tobacco, lilacs, and roses are commonly noticed aromas. I once stayed in a bed-and-breakfast in Superior and experienced a sharp and prolonged scent of roses right after I had snacked on some smelly pork rinds. I found out later the Victorian house was believed haunted by a former persnickety servant, and I was staying in her room!

Another common manifestation is the poltergeist, an unseen spirit that likes to throw its weightlessness - or any handy object - around. Doors and windows that open or close on their own, pictures and dishes that suddenly fly across a room, beds that go bump in the night; these are the telltale handiwork of a pesky “polter.”

Sometimes a young person in his or her teens lives in the same vicinity as the poltergeist phenomena, and some have theorized that the objects move because of an excess of psychokinetic energy (mind moving matter) coming from the excitable youth rather than from unseen spirits. But many find that explanation as hard to swallow as the idea of an independent, invisible entity chucking grandma’s china around the parlor. Besides, young people are not present in every case.

I would like to emphasize that ghost reports are nearly always anecdotal and therefore unlikely to be provable. Not that people do not try. Author Mary Roach, for one, conducted a fascinating investigative study of ghosts called Spook: Science Tackles the Afterlife. She states up front that she is after proof, or “evidence that some form of disembodied consciousness persists when the body closes up shop.” That is a great way to put it.

Roach admits that “proof is an elusive quarry,” but she seeks it in the experiments of scientists who weigh bodies before and after the departure of the soul, in the annals of reincarnation studies, and in experiments with allegedly ghost-inducing electromagnetic fields and low-frequency sound waves.

Ghost-hunting societies around the world continue their own quests for ghostly proof in greater numbers than ever before, in private or on cable TV. They set up digital camera equipment and attempt to measure haunted grounds for spikes in ambient temperature or electromagnetic fluctuations. They go to great lengths to meticulously rule out mundane factors and sometimes bring in self-identified psychics to pick up vibes and spirit messages.

Still, none of this tells us what ghosts really are or proves whether they exist.

I will make my own admission now. While I do not pretend to know what causes ghostlike phenomena, and even though I think aggressive “ghost-hunting” may not always be advisable, I have twice seen visible, unidentifiable forms while researching haunted locations for other books. Both visits were surprise pop-ins; my hosts had no chance to prepare any tricks. And both sightings were totally unexpected.

The first was in Sparta, Wisconsin, in a building that housed a soap store at the time I visited. A beautiful old tombstone stood embedded in its basement wall, and the owners and one employee had experienced ghostly touches, voices, and extreme poltergeist activity such as wastebasket lids flying across a room and a perfectly solid table suddenly crashing over in front of a large group of people.

I did not notice anything odd in the basement during my own visit, but after climbing the stairs back to the main floor, I entered the hallway that led to the store and had taken a few steps when something made me turn around. There, in broad daylight, I was astonished to see a misty white figure about the shape and size of a human torso hovering a few feet off the floor. It evaporated as I stared at it. I could not find any obvious explanation; there were no reflections or other light sources that might have caused an illusion.

It was only after my sighting that I learned the owner’s husband had had the very same experience in that exact location on several occasions.

My other eye-opener happened in an old brick building in Manistee, Michigan. It had been built by a large German family as a tavern with an apartment above, and several of those family members had died in the building from various causes. The best-known was “Basement Billy,” said to have been the owner’s son, William. He had been spotted several times outside the building, appearing as a young man in Victorian-era garb, but normally inhabited the mostly empty, dirt-floor basement where the owner had seen him.

We stood near the bottom of the basement steps and turned off the two naked light bulbs that were the room’s sole light system and stood quietly in pitch blackness for a few minutes. I was about to give up when I noticed a roundish ball of light floating near the low ceiling, about 10 feet in front of me. It was about the size of a basketball with a blurry, almost triangular projection on either side. I decided my eyes must be playing tricks on me, so I turned my head away and then timidly looked back. It was still there. I gazed at it for another ten to fifteen seconds before it began to fade. Only then did I realize that in my shock, I had completely forgotten to use the camera hanging around my neck (I made the same frustrating mistake in Sparta). I was unnerved by the unexplained, very creepy sight and wanted very much to leave the basement, so I asked my hostess to turn the lights back on. She looked a bit goggle-eyed herself.

“Did you see Billy?” I asked. I had not said anything about my own glimpse. “Yes,” she replied. But interestingly, her Billy looked different than mine. She saw him as a full figure in period clothing and was surprised when I described my version. It made me wonder whether the energy-thing that I perceived was either able to adapt itself to a human mind’s expectations or if our brains each simply made our own, separate translations of its essence. Or perhaps there was no outside energy at all, just our minds projecting our own mental images of light into the darkness.

Recently I received an e-mail from a person of the Muslim faith in which he declared that ghosts are not spirits of dead people, but jinn, or trickster entities that can appear in whatever form they like. Spirit tricksters are a universal concept. Native Americans have shapeshifters and skinwalkers. Old European pagan religions believed in nature spirits such as the form-changing water kelpie, and the Japanese have their kitsune, or maiden were-fox, to name a few.

Many other cultures, however, believe ghostly apparitions are the returned spirits of ancestors or of people who died in the locale. Even in the Bible, the resurrected Jesus has to explain to his disciples that he is not a ghost, which implies belief in ghosts as dead humans.

Whatever ghosts may be, they occupy such a deep and widespread place in human literature, belief, religion, and experience that it is never hard to turn up a haunting yarn, or ten, in any given area. Wisconsin is no exception. It was easy, then, when the publisher asked me to write about some landmark ghost stories of this state, to find plenty of them. There were too many, in fact, to include more than a representative sampling.

Many of the tales date back to our earliest European settlers. Some reach even farther into the past to disclose ancient wraiths of the native peoples who lived here first. I especially enjoy connecting the stories with the geography and history of their locations when possible. But while some ghosts, like the hanged man of Mineral Point, have a real past, others are brash newcomers with little more to recommend them than dozens of repetitions on the Internet.

I have not even mentioned the bizarre creatures that also sometimes turn up—werewolves, man bats, goatmen and such. Are these things related to ghosts? Those who subscribe to the spirit trickster theory might say so. At any rate, some Wisconsinites do see unidentifiable beasts, which then find themselves tucked into folk histories like this one.

And that is how I ultimately see the stories in this book—as folk history. I can’t produce them in repeatable experiments, so they don’t qualify as science, and they are often too much at odds with known events of the past to qualify as official history. Sometimes the legends themselves vary in the telling from one person to another. But that is fine with me. Folk tales are where we live—and perhaps where some other sorts of things do, too.
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DRAW A SLIGHTLY ZIGZAGGED LINE FROM Hudson to Merrill to Menominee, and you’ll have cordoned off roughly the northern third of the state. Bordered by treacherous Lake Superior, its rocky northern shores were some of the first places early French explorers and fur traders set foot in Wisconsin.

This wild and varied land, once dominated by timber companies and lumberjacks, is still a place of deep pine forests, now in restoration mode after being clear-cut in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It has become a recreational paradise renowned for fishing, snowmobiling, and other outdoor joys. It is also home to many Native American reservations, such as the Lac du Flambeau and Bad River, and boasts more than a few black bears and a growing population of timber wolves.

Northern Wisconsin’s towns are dotted with mansions and resorts built by lumber barons and historic Chicago gangsters, who now, some locals say, haunt their former homes. And throughout the region, generations of people hardy enough to brave the long winters have observed that there are some things that cannot be explained away by the extreme weather, wild animals, or too many shots downed at the local, antler-decorated tavern.

It would appear that ghosts are oblivious to snow.




Shadows of Summerwind

The mansion known as Summerwind brooded next to the chilly, lapping waters of West Bay Lake in Vilas County for seventy-two years, sheltering not only a succession of human residents but also dancing ghosts, a bat colony, and even a boarded-up corpse. One man claimed the place literally drove him crazy. Summerwind mysteriously burned to the ground on Father’s Day in 1988, taking with it a host of spirits and a cache of unsolved questions. But its legend lives on, forever attached to the overgrown ruins.

The strangeness began in 1916 near the Michigan border and the present town of Land O’Lakes. That was when future U. S. president Herbert Hoover’s secretary of commerce, Chicagoan Robert Lamont, bought the lakeside property already operating as a quiet resort. The beautiful acreage came complete with a modest fishing lodge and outlying cabins. Several years and many dollars later, Lamont had transformed the rustic lodge into a sumptuous family residence with adjoining servant’s quarters. He not only increased the square footage, but added four fireplaces, two 40 foot chimneys, a huge stone terrace, steam heat, and every modern convenience of the day. He covered the exterior walls with wooden shake shingles, added window boxes and roofline gables, and named the home Lilac Hills. (Later owners changed the name.) It was a perfect vacation home, luxurious but surrounded by nature.

No one knows how the ghosts got in.

Lamont may have been the first to see one. Encountering an intruder in his kitchen one day, he was so convinced of the unknown “person’s” reality that he shot at the invader twice with a pistol, leaving two bullet holes in the wooden kitchen door. The volley had no effect on the stranger, who promptly vanished. Richland Center paranormal investigator Todd Roll took photos of the bullet holes in 1987, and shortly after that the door disappeared. Roll said in Strange Wisconsin: More Badger State Weirdness (by this author) that he also felt dread and an “overwhelming flight response” while in the second story of the house. He and Lamont have not been alone in this feeling.

Lamont’s family put the house up for sale in the mid-1930s. Some sources say it was because of Lamont’s death; others blame the ghost. A family named Keefer bought it in 1941. For the next thirty years the Keefer family attempted to sell the mansion to other parties, but at least five times, disasters overtook each new owner and the mansion kept returning to the Keefers like a very large, very bad penny. Finally, a couple named Arnold and Ginger Hinshaw successfully purchased Summerwind in 1972 and moved in with their six children. Almost immediately they realized that this was no ordinary house.

The family members began to see a lady in a white dress dance around the living room during their dinner hour. They heard voices and whispers. As Ginger redecorated, a tattered lace curtain that hung in the annex between the mansion and servant’s house reappeared no matter how many times she tried to dispose of it. The master bedroom’s main window opened of its own accord. New appliances, such as the water pump and hot water heater, broke for no apparent reason, and then sometimes repaired themselves. Local workmen refused to set foot on the property. Even the family car mysteriously caught fire as Arnold was about to enter it one day.

One of their eeriest experiences occurred as the family pulled out a huge drawer in an upstairs linen closet to prepare it for a fresh coat of paint. Arnold noticed more space behind the drawer than there should have been. He angled a flashlight into the dark area, probably hoping to find some sort of antique treasure. Instead, the beam lit what appeared to be a mummified human corpse with shriveled, dark limbs and a fall of tangled black locks still hanging in shreds from the skull.

Neither he nor Ginger could fit through the small opening to investigate it further, so their oldest daughter squeezed through and verified the gruesome find. The other children each had a peek, as well. Since they did not wish to attract attention from the authorities, and because the body was obviously very old, the family decided to keep their discovery secret.

As the months wore on, the never-ending battery of strange phenomena took its toll on Arnold and Ginger. Arnold felt driven by the spirits to play increasingly frenzied music on the family’s organ every evening, and he eventually grew so maniacal that he had to quit working on the house and seek treatment. Ginger also felt great despair in the house. Only six months after moving in, the family moved out and Ginger and Arnold divorced.

The weirdness did not stop there. Ginger’s father, Raymond Bober, bought the haunted property from Arnold and Ginger, and he set out with his wife and son Karl to turn the place into a bed-and-breakfast. Raymond not only understood that Summerwind appeared to be haunted, he said he could communicate with the ghosts through visions, trances, and Ouija board messages. He claimed to have learned that the spirit of an early explorer named Jonathan Carver haunted Summerwind. Carver was an actual person who filed a land grant claim in 1825 that had great influence on national policy regarding Native American territorial holdings.

According to Raymond Bober, Carver’s ghost not only inhabited the property, but revealed psychically that an original deed entitling the bearer to a huge portion of northern Wisconsin’s land had been secreted somewhere under Summerwind’s foundation. The Bober family searched diligently as they continued their restoration work, but never found the alleged document. It was just as well, because the spirit’s claims about the deed did not hold up to the scrutiny of legal experts. There is even doubt about whether Carver ever even visited the Land O’Lakes area.

The Bobers did, however, experience a continuance of the strange happenings that had affected the Hinshaws; the same reappearing lace curtain and self-opening master bedroom came back to bedevil them. And Karl, while alone in the house, heard someone calling his name and then the sound of gunshots issuing from the kitchen, though he later could find nothing but the two old bullet holes.

Ginger remarried and joined in the restoration work. She finally told her parents the secret of the closet corpse, and the group pulled out the big drawer to have another look. There was absolutely nothing to be seen; the remains were no longer there. It seemed unlikely that vandals would have found the secret area, removed the corpse, and put everything back in place, but the mystery was never solved.

Equally puzzling was the fact that the house seemed to encompass time and space distortion. The Bobers would measure a room one day, only to find that it had either shrunk or expanded by the next time they checked the dimensions. Photographs of the rooms would often show a ghostly desk or curtains that had once occupied those spaces but were long since removed.

In 1979, Raymond Bober wrote a book about his experiences at Summerwind called The Carver Effect under the name Wolfgang von Bober. It was reissued privately twenty-five years later with an epilogue by Karl, who also maintains the website summerwindmansion.com.

The property itself is now grown over with brush, and although thrill-seekers still try to find their way to the rubble-strewn grounds, the land is slowly reclaiming Summerwind’s sad remnants. Perhaps that is what the spirits wanted all along.

Lotta Morgan, Ghostly Lady of the Evening

It has been years since anyone has reported seeing the ghost of Lotta Morgan in Hurley. Since she has been dead for well over a century, her spirit has perhaps at last found some peace. But no one could blame her if she decided to haunt the town’s famed Silver Street for at least another hundred years. Between the violence of her murder, the fact that the murderer was never caught, and a lifestyle that led to her being remembered as a prostitute, Lotta’s ghost would have good reason to be vexed.

For years after the gruesome discovery of Lotta’s brutally axed body early on the morning of April 11, 1890, people stumbling home from the thriving knot of saloons on Hurley’s north side would later swear they saw her apparition—a richly dressed, beautiful lady—staring accusingly at them from the shadows before disappearing back into the streets of the city she loved.

Hurley, just across the river from Ironwood, Michigan, sprang up to serve the needs of iron miners and lumberjacks in the 1880s. It became an entertainment mecca in the north woods, with 80 taverns, 200 prostitutes, and 50 gambling houses. Hurley historian Gene Cisewski says the town at the time was much like the one in the HBO hit series Deadwood. “Those were wild times,” he said.

The businesses drew entertainers from around the Midwest, and one of them was a pretty, young Milwaukee woman named Laura Whittlesay. Known by her stage name Lotta or Lottie Morgan, she soon became a sensation in the town and attracted a string of successful men, including a Pinkerton detective.

“She was well-informed, vivacious, intelligent, and enjoyed fine things,” said Cisewski. “She was courteous and ladylike and was also a philanthropist who donated to local charities. She seemed inclined to be kept by one man at a time and was not a common prostitute. But she kept money and a pistol on her person.”

Lotta was carrying both those things during her last night among the living, a few days shy of her twenty-ninth birthday. Neither the gun nor the money would save her, however.


Always sociable, Lotta had gone out to visit friends or perhaps entertain and sing at an area saloon. After she left the saloon by the back door to return to her nearby rented room, an unknown attacker ran up behind her and swung an ax at her head. He also shot her once for good measure and then ran away. He did not take her money, jewels, or loaded handgun.

The Oshkosh Daily Northwestern’s morning headlines read, “Murder at Hurley: Woman Killed with an Ax.” A newspaper in Bessemer, Michigan, called it a “Jack the Ripper” case.

Despite a frenzy of police work, the crime was never solved. Some blamed a jealous lover; others thought Lotta might have witnessed a bank robbery and was permanently silenced by the thieves. Newspapers had a heyday with the salacious events and painted Hurley as an even wilder town than it actually was, permanently staining its reputation along with Lotta’s.
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