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For my dear wife, Jennifer, the most spirited person I know!


And for Howard Hopkins, who loved a good ghost story.




INTRODUCTION


Before the Old West, there was the old, old West, a place inhabited for thousands of years by various native tribes. Spiritual residue, accumulated from their countless lifetimes, offers a filamentary foundation on which newer generations of spooks and spirits have since perched. We in the living world do our best to comprehend these curious entities, but despite our best intentions we still don’t know much about the “other side.” We have learned that some ghosts don’t want to share their spaces, and yet others seem eager to let us know they are among us. Either way, that’s when the inexplicable can happen, when we bump against the “spirit” world and have a genuine encounter with the paranormal.


In addition to our frequent forays out and about in the American West, my wife and I have had the good fortune to travel overseas. And it was on one such trip that we experienced the supernatural landscape firsthand. Several years ago, at the end of a long day spent touring in Northern Ireland, my wife and I pulled in at a massive old brick hospital-turned-hotel. That alone should have been sufficient warning that all might not be as it initially appeared. But the room price was right and we were “knackered” from riding all day, so we settled in. Before long we both knew something was wrong with the place, that our room was disturbed somehow; we just didn’t know by what.


My wife and I spent a long, sleepless night filled with an uncharacteristic sense of genuine dread and foreboding. We also became convinced somehow that our situation was hopeless, that there was no remedy for our malaise. That heaviness pulled at us until we left the place early the next morning. Within miles we were happy (and relieved) travelers once again.


Did we hear any footsteps in the hall, see any strange orbs of light bouncing around the room, or feel the caress of spectral hands on our hair? Nope. But was the place, and our room, haunted? My response is an emphatic yes. I can only ask that you take my word for it. Was it interesting? In hindsight, absolutely. Would we ever stay there again? Not on your life.


Since then, though, I have become even more open to the idea that ghosts, spirits, spooks, and specters exist. Why shouldn’t they? I’m reasonably confident that I exist, and I’m willing to bet good money that somewhere, a ghost may well be scratching his or her chin in indecision about me and my kind.


If we doubt too much, we run the risk of losing that sense of wonder, excitement, and raw belief in possibility we all had as kids. And that’s too bad, because it seems to me we all want to know what we don’t know. It’s a basic human trait to flip over rocks, all the while suspecting we might awaken something that wished to be left alone. And that’s good, because we like to be suitably shaken and stirred. If not, zombie movies would never get made.
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Consider the grim scene of a pile of sun-bleached bones at the base of a mesa in a Southwest desert. Or the eerie silence of a ghost town long abandoned by the living. Or the sage-choked mouth of a mine shaft in a long-forgotten canyon. Or a lone, sagging windmill squeaking beside a tumble of logs, once home to a sodbuster. These scenes are all evocative of the Old West of both myth and history. And as we are about to find out, they are also ideal settings for the numerous specters, spirits, spooks, ghosts, shades, apparitions, hauntings, and other paranormal preponderance evident throughout the West of today but rooted in the slowly receding past.


Haunted Old West includes dozens of stories of some of the most actively haunted sites in the continental states west of the Mississippi River (plus Alaska). These locales are steeped in the mythos and mystique of the Old West, from battlefields and burial grounds to hotels, saloons, and wagon trails, from gold mines to ghost towns, from dusty Main Streets to swift-moving rivers, from ranches and cattle drives to stage stations and train tracks.


Not all the stories in Haunted Old West are ghoulish. Some are strange and inexplicable, some are touching and sad, and all are downright fantastic. Given the number of witnesses the attendant spirits continue to receive, it seems the stories are also true—at least to those who have experienced them, and that’s good enough for me.


Just ask the tourists who’ve seen the agitated lone spirit stalking the ramparts of the Alamo, or the little lost boy led back to his hotel room by the kindly ghost of long-deceased Deadwood lawman Seth Bullock, or visitors to Big Nose Kate’s Saloon in Tombstone, who share the bar with see-through cowboys sidling up for a shot of spirits. . . .


Where necessary, I have used authorial license to fabricate certain characters and combine various ghostly encounters to help illustrate situations and convey what at times is a considerable breadth of historical information in a limited number of words. All of the locations, accounts, and legends in this book are firmly rooted in the days of the Old West, most notably the era of bold westward expansion, and many continue to instigate ectoplasmic episodes and spectral encounters to this day.


Haunted Old West was a treat for me to research and write, and I hope it provides readers with a fun, enlightening entry into the field of paranormal writings about the spookier side of the Old West. It is my hope that not only will the tales in this book raise eyebrows, stiffen neck hairs, and quicken pulse rates as readers roam the pages, but also that they will induce readers to delve deeper on their own into the who, how, and why behind these intriguing tales, perhaps balanced on a log stump before the dancing flames of a campfire.


To that end, the book includes two useful appendices: “‘Wanted’ Posters” (aka the bibliography) offers ideas for further reading on the events and locations in the book—and beyond. “Saddle Up, Pard!” provides basic information for amateur ghost hunters with a curiosity for the creepy to set out on eerie Old West expeditions of their own to one of the many accessible haunted spots that dot the American West.


There’s too much evidence showing that something rattles chains, clumps across the attic floor, moans in the orchard, slams the upstairs door, or screams in the basement to deny the possibility—no, make that the probability—that ghosts exist. And that’s what this book is about: embracing the probability of haunted locales throughout the Old West.


I’ll leave it up to readers to determine for themselves whether they believe. The best way I know of doing that is to visit some of the spooked spots mentioned in this book. You might go in a skeptic, but odds are great that you’ll come out a believer. It has happened to too many people to think otherwise. (But you might want to bring along a trusted friend, one who doesn’t scare easily.)


Happy haunting!


—Matthew P. Mayo


Winter 2012






Part One


WAGON TRAIL, EXPRESS STATION & TRAIN TRACK








Chapter 1 Dead Man’s Canyon




Dead Man’s Canyon
Highway 115, near Colorado Springs, Colorado



In 1863 homesteader William “Henry” Harkins built a profitable lumber mill near what would become Colorado Springs. He soon was savagely attacked by the Espinosa Brothers, Mexican religious fanatics. They cleaved his head with an ax, then shot him. Since then dozens of people have been chased by Harkins’s ghost when they venture too close to the spot where his cabin stood on Little Fountain Creek. One woman even struck the spook with her handbag. . . .


When he awoke on the morning of March 19, 1863, William “Henry” Harkins had no way of knowing that he would never again rise to greet the sun, or fell another tree and cut lumber to feed the sawmill he ran, tucked in the red rocks close by the bank of Little Fountain Creek, near modern-day Colorado Springs, Colorado. He’d come out west back in 1860 as part of a wagon train and, up until then, the only memorable thing most folks could recall his doing was saving the life of a five-year-old boy, little John McPherson, while on the emigrant trail heading West.


It seems the wee lad lost his footing and fell from his parents’ wagon when it rose up and dropped off a rocky rut in the road, lurching its load, and depositing the unwitting youth on his head in the trail. Harkins happened to see this and shouted, “Whoa! Whoa there!” in just enough time to stop the wagon’s steel-rimmed wheel from rolling right over the dazed lad.


In the following years, Harkins set himself up as the local sawyer and developed enough trade to keep body and soul together. He knew he could have an even brisker trade if he were a more sociable fellow, but he’d never been one for mixing with his neighbors. Other than occasional visits from people who needed lumber, he was left to his own devices, and that’s the way he liked it.


But all that changed on that morning in March 1863. For that’s when the Espinosa brothers rode up. He sized them up and labeled them as foul-smelling, ill-washed Mexican cutthroats from the moment he saw them. He’d heard they had been spotted in the area and now here they were, on his doorstep, killers and thieves nursing a secret anger over Mexican land lost to Americans.


Henry strode out of his cabin, pulling on his braces and squinting up at the brothers through the dappled sunlight as they rode up, bold as brass. They stared down at him, their begrimed teeth showing through split lips, their unwashed heads topped with drooping hat brims. “Hey, gringo pig. You got anything good to eat?”


As if in deep thought, Harkins rasped a callused hand across his stubbled jaw. “Well, now, let’s see. For starters I got corn fritters fryin’ up on the stove in the cabin yonder. And I got beans bubbling in a pot, and strong, hot coffee on there, too.” He looked up, not quite smiling at the nearest man, then toward the other. “But not for any stinking animals like you, I don’t.”


With that, Harkins lunged between the two horses and made for his chopping block, where he’d sunk his short-handled ax but a short time before. If he could just make it to the ax, at least he would have a weapon. Give them Mexicans a lick or two before they did for him . . .


It took the two brothers but a moment to spin their mounts and give short chase. One of them knocked into him hard and ran Harkins down just short of the chopping block as the other leaped from his horse. Both of the men were shouting something that sounded to Harkins like a mix of laughter and rage. His vision swam and he saw the stamping feet of the two horses close by. He shook his head and tried to elbow his way out of that deadly dance.


As he struggled to his knees, then to his feet, he turned and heard a howling laugh, then someone shouted, “Stinking animal, eh?” Harkins saw a flash as one of the men lunged at him. I’m done for, he thought, even as he felt a sharp rap to his head and a hot flood of pain. He heard a strange guttural sound, didn’t know if it was from him, and spun around in the midst of the little clearing. There was something in front of his face, like a big bee that wouldn’t leave him alone. He tried to raise an arm to swat at it but couldn’t seem to find the strength to do it.


All around him he heard a swirl of sounds, as if through water, the harsh barking of his hound, Samuel, the horses neighing, and all of it laced with laughter.


The Espinosa brothers howled with glee as they watched the living dead man lurch around the clearing, his own ax protruding from the front of his head, blood geysering up as if an overfilled wineskin had been punctured. This was truly one of the funniest things that had happened to them in a long time. That would help teach the whites not to steal land that belonged to Mexico.


The shorter of the Espinosas smiled at his brother, then drew his pistol, cocked back the hammer to the deadliest position of all, and fired but a man-length away. The bullet drove into Harkins’s chest like a fist and he stiffened, his desperate hands clawing at nothing at all. Another bullet, from the taller brother, slammed into the man’s chest, spinning him halfway around. They repeated this, then Harkins stiffened one last time; his bloodied eyes, whites bulging, rolled skyward, and a big red bubble rose from his mouth. It popped and he fell backward to the dirt and lay still.


“Ha ha! Mi hermano, look at that! He was a like a piñata, no? Now, that’s hungry-making work. Let us see what that fool had in his house. All we wanted was a little food. He should not have been so insulting.”


The dead man’s dog skulked between them and the cabin, its yellow teeth bared and its ears lying flat against its head. One of the brothers drew his pistol and fired. The dog yelped once and flopped to the dirt, spilling its juices and spasming its legs as they stepped over it and into the cabin to eat. When they had finished, they rummaged the man’s goods, and found a small stash of cash. Then they harnessed his only other possession, the dappled gray mare in his little corral at the side of the sawmill, and rode off, leaving Henry Harkins most decidedly dead . . . but hardly finished.


Shortly thereafter, the foul Espinosa brothers were tracked by a posse and run into foothills to the south, but not before they’d killed and robbed again. One of the brothers was captured and became the guest of honor at his own necktie party. The other escaped, fled south to Mexico, recruited a fifteen-year-old cousin, and returned north of the border to raid, rob, and kill for a time. Eventually they, too, were hunted down by an old frontier tracker and a small band of US Army soldiers.


The pursuers boxed the outlaws into a canyon and commenced to fire on them. But the young army men missed. The old tracker snatched up a rifle and dispatched the two scurvy killers with one shot each to the head. Then he hacked off those heads and carried them in a burlap sack to Fort Garland, where a fancy-dress dance was in full swing. The old-timer spilled the sack’s contents onto the floor and said, “There’s your Espinosas, by God.”


[image: image]


Though avenged, for decades afterward Harkins’s spirit was seen by a number of folks as he trod the paths of his canyon, sometimes accompanied by a white horse. And true to form, as he was in life, in death Harkins was a prickly pear. His continued presence close by his home and sawmill dictate the name by which the spot is known today: Dead Man’s Canyon.


His spirit, complete with ax handle bobbing from his head, would often give chase to wayward travelers. Freighters whose routes required frequenting the region grew to cut wide tracks around the canyon, and still they were tormented by the grisly, grumpy specter for several miles. There seemed to be no predictable method to the ghost’s menacing madness. Sometimes he pursued the hapless haulers, sometimes he merely glowered, his bloodied visage scowling from the roadside as they passed.


On one well-documented occasion, US Army Captain Marshall Felch was called upon by a young woman who was convinced that her fiancé, one Oliver Kimball, had come to harm in the gold fields of that region of Colorado. Felch arrived in Dead Man’s Canyon near dark one night, and with the distinctive stench of putrefying flesh hanging heavy in the air, a white phantom horse thundered past him toward a cabin in a sad state of disrepair. Felch reined up and studied the situation, unsure what to do next.


Soon, from the cabin emerged an old man and a dog—both of them glowing and spiritual. The old man regarded Felch, then walked deeper into the canyon. It seemed to Felch that the man wore an odd headdress, or else something protruded from his head. Felch took a deep breath and followed. Soon, on the ground before him, he saw vaporous apparitions of two men struggling, then one man obviously dying. He looked up, but the old man and the dog were gone. The next morning, in full sunlight and with recruited assistance, Felch returned to the spot and found a fresh grave. The men dug it up and discovered Oliver Kimball’s body, his partner’s knife wedged to the hilt in his chest. (It was later found that the dead man’s young lover, on whose behalf Felch was acting, had died at the same time her fiancé’s body had been discovered.) Kimball’s murderous partner, when tracked down and confronted by Felch, shot himself in the head.


This was apparently one of the rare instances in which Harkins’s ghost behaved in a helpful manner. Numerous other instances of sightings and interactions with him were decidedly more frightening, one-sided affairs. On a number of occasions, the ghost was shot at by riders he attacked, but bullets had no effect and passed through his amorphous form. And yet somehow he was able to give chase, fling people from their horses, and bodily hurl them into the river.


But on at least one occasion, he was attacked by someone who refused to give in to his long-standing bullying ways. The person happened to be the indignant mother of a child he’d been frightening. The woman, in her haste to hustle herself and her offspring away from the angry ghost, swung her purse at the ax-headed Harkins and managed to connect with a parting shot.
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Not content to rest in peace, William Harkins instead chose to rest in anger. Though since the late nineteenth century, sightings of him have been far fewer in number and frequency, they occasionally are still reported. It may be that Harkins finally came to terms with the fact that he had been wrongfully killed and that he was well and truly dead and would just have to . . . die with it. Or perhaps he is biding his unlimited time, waiting for just the right visitor to bedevil with his pent-up postmortem rage. It could also be that Harkins will make a righteous wrathful return at some point. After all, his remains were dug up in 1965 and moved a short distance away—to make room for a new road, Route 115, through his beloved stomping grounds.




Chapter 2 Beckoning Wraiths of Cheyenne Pass




Cheyenne Pass
East of Laramie, Wyoming



Late on a fall day in 1863, a wagonload of immigrants rolled into Cheyenne Pass on their way to Idaho’s gold mines. Their horses trembled with terror and had to be whipped to move forward. In the pass, Indian phantasms motioned to the travelers to stop. They did not, and still more specters grabbed at them. They later learned that the next party of emigrants was slaughtered in the pass. Perhaps they stopped. Today spectral Indians are still occasionally spied there, beckoning to travelers.


Barton reined up and turned back to Jim. “What’s the holdup?”


“It’s them horses. They’re acting like they’re staked to the ground. Can’t get ’em to budge.”


“Well, we’d better move them. It’ll be nightfall soon and I want to get on through that pass up ahead.”


“What if they be Indians up yonder?”


This very thought had occurred to Barton, but he’d not wanted to give voice to it. He lowered his voice. “Jim,” he said, lowering his eyes and looking at the man who was as much a friend as a trusted hired hand. “You keep such thoughts to yourself. It won’t do to have the boys, and especially not Hilda and Lydia, hearing such things.”


“I just want to be ready is all.”


“As do I. We’re nearly out of Indians in Missouri, least the ones that can make life miserable for us. We’ll be better off on the far side of that pass, and not trapped here—or worse, in the middle of it—come dark. I say we move forward and don’t nobody stop. Now help me roust this bunch. Pass the word to Yance. And Jim”—Barton looked again at his friend—“keep your sidearm ready and cradle that rifle as we ride, should it prove to be Indians.”


He heeled his mount and headed back toward the wagon driven by his wife, Hilda. Beside her sat their youngest son, Reilly, and peeking out from behind was their daughter, the fair Lydia.


“Lay on the whip, Hilda!” Barton shouted to his wife.


“But Barton, the horses are frightened.”


“Don’t argue with me, woman. Lay on the whip and keep them moving steady, no stopping!” He spun his horse around and shouted the same to his older son, Yance, who rode at the back of the little train.


As he heeled his mount forward to lead the wagon on through, he wondered, not for the last time on this journey to Idaho’s new gold fields, if it hadn’t been a mistake to bring his family along. Maybe he should have just brought Yance and Jim, then, once he was established and making a bit of money, sent for the rest of his family.


“Too late,” he muttered and shook his head to dispel the irksome doubts.


“What’s that, Barton?”


He looked at Jim, who was closer than he thought. “Nothing, Jim. Let’s just keep ’em moving. We’ll be fine.”


But the closer they drew to the curve where the pass opened up to reveal steep rocky rubble along either side, and the more he heard his wife snapping the buggy whip over the backs of the team—probably barely touching their backs, if he knew his wife—the more hollow the feeling in Barton’s gut pulsed. And as they rounded the final curve that led into the heart of the pass, the hollow feeling crawled up his chest and clung to the inside of his throat.


There can be no good in this place, he suddenly thought. No good at all, and yet I am leading my family and friend into this. Even as he thought this, he realized that it was only going to get worse. The only sounds that came to him were the clumping of the horses’ hooves, the rumbling creaks from the heavy wagon, and the occasional huff of labored breathing from one of the team.


His wife’s whipping had stopped; the horses all seemed resigned to the fact that they must move forward, though a quick glance around him told him they were none too pleased with the notion. Their eyes were nearly rolled back wide and white, their mouths hung open as if on the first, raw edge of a scream, and yet they expelled nothing but near-silent huffing breaths and strings of spittle and foam.


The waning afternoon light grew darker, as if a huge bank of high-off clouds were settling in, yet Barton saw none in the clear sky far above. There! To his left, just ahead, moved more of a shadow than anything he could see. To his right, the same, a movement but not quite—and so it went, as he urged his horse forward, his rifle cradled in his arms crosswise, cocked and ready to swing should the need arise. And given these fleeting shadows, he was sure now that they had ridden smack into an Indian raid. He cursed himself, but he knew, too that the only way out was forward. This was a narrow pass and provided no room to turn the wagon. He prayed they would all make it through with their hair, with their lives.


He advanced, silently turning his head back behind him every few feet to check on the others. Always appearing just ahead of them, to either side, the fleeting shapes grew more distinct, and then he heard the whispers, feathery, snaky sounds that seemed to fill the air around them. But they were in a language he had never heard.


They hadn’t gone all that far. Maybe they could go back. He turned in the saddle, but he was wrong; he saw they had indeed gone past the point where such an awkward maneuver would have been barely possible. He faced forward, catching Jim’s eye as he did. The big man’s broad face was sweating. He had never known Jim to show fear of anything back home on the farm in Missouri. Even that charging bull hadn’t seemed to slow him down. But now he saw that his friend’s eyes were wide, his mouth set in a grim line, and sweat pocked his face and dribbled down his cheeks.


They nodded to each other as they advanced deeper into the pass. The fleeting shapes became more distinct, tall and wavering like smoke rising straight up from the steep, rocky hillside to either side of the trail, growing like plants twelve feet tall. The whispers became moans that ended in drawn-out sighs.


But these sounds carried with them a veil of menace. The more he saw of these things, the more he realized that these were Indians, all right, but not the living kind. As he watched them appear, their mouths stretched like milky dough and sighs and moans came out. Suddenly it reminded Barton of something he hadn’t thought of in years: the sound his grandfather had made when the old man had lain down on the kitchen table and his last long breath left his body.


Their hands waved at Barton and his people as if pushing at them, waving them back and away from here. “Go away! Go back!” they seemed to be saying.


No, by God, these were specters, the very ghostly souls of dead Indians come to haunt them. Barton was sure now that something bad had happened in this pass, and unless he could get his family through, something worse would soon happen. He wanted to shout to his family, to let them know that they must make haste, but he could not compel himself to break the near silence. It was as if the mounting gloom stifled his voice.


The most disturbing bit to Barton was that every time they drew close to the long, wavering specters, they disappeared, wisping to nothing, vapor-like, only to be replaced by others farther down the pass. This continued for two nerve-jangling miles as the travelers did their best to hasten through the defile.


As if by unspoken consent, the travelers continued their silence for long miles after they had left the confines of the gloomy pass. Eventually the frazzled party reached the Laramie River and did not stop that night until well after dark.


It was some days later that they heard of the fate of the very next party to follow them through the daunting pass. It seems that those people also failed to heed the repeated warnings of the wavering specters. But unlike Barton and his people, they did not make it through the pass alive and were slaughtered by, it was presumed, Indians.
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“Timmy, you’ve never been more annoying than you are right now.”


“Mom, Katy said I’m being annoying.”


“That’s because you are.”


Carl turned to look at his wife. “Edna, that’s a terrible thing to say to the boy.”


His wife’s face softened and she tucked her napkin under her paper plate. “I know. I’m sorry, Timmy.” She smiled at the boy, so much like his father, spiked hair no matter how much comb wetting they did, and black-rimmed glasses they were each perpetually thumbing back up the bridge of their noses. “It’s that book. I wish you wouldn’t read it out loud while we’re trying to have a picnic lunch at this nice roadside pulloff.”


Timmy looked up from the page at his mother, grinning. “Why, Mom?” He squinted. “Are you getting scared?”


Her smile drooped. “Yes,” she said, standing and scooping a stack of dirty plates and cups into the garbage bag. “I wish you’d bought a hat or an Indian-bead belt at that tourist trap. Anything but a book about ghosts. And especially that part you just read about the pass.”


“Cheyenne Pass,” said Timmy, locking his lips and preparing to reread it aloud, if only because his mother had brought it up. “According to my book, we’re nearly there. And that’s where those people were massacred, but by what, no one knows. They only found them dead.”


“Timmy, please!”


“No, I want to hear it,” Carl said. “Go on, son. What happened next?”


“Well, there’s supposed to be a grave marker somewhere beyond the pass. It’s where one of the victims is buried.”


“Now that really is enough.” Edna slammed the top of the cooler tight and headed for the back of the Country Squire station wagon.


“Tim”—his father patted the boy’s head and winked—“I think that’s enough for now.”


The vacationing family piled back into the car and headed west toward Laramie City, though they were still some distance from it. As they drove, Edna wondered about the terrible things the white settlers had done to the Native Americans. But really, she thought, did that give the Indians the right—even if they were ghosts—to massacre people as they traveled through? Oh, listen to me, she thought as she looked out the window, behaving as if those spooks in the story really did exist. She looked up, smirking at herself, and caught her husband’s eye. He winked at her and she knew she’d overreacted with Timmy.


And yet, as they entered the region of the pass, she felt certain that her husband drove faster than he needed to. And they all grew silent, even the constantly bickering kids. Silent and gloomy. Edna felt sure she’d never had a worse vacation. Everything about it seemed suddenly so awful. She tried not to look out the window—the last thing she wanted to see was an Indian’s ghost beckoning to her, or worse, telling her to stay away, that a massacre was inevitable. . . .


“Carl,” she managed to whisper as she grabbed her husband’s arm. “Carl, for heaven’s sake, drive faster.”


For the first time that day, their son in the backseat didn’t have a fresh comeback for his mother. Timmy was too busy staring slack-jawed out the window, trying to look away from the tall, wavering forms that seemed to blossom from the rocky hill beside the speeding car. Trying not to stare at the Indians who shook their heads and waved long, smokelike arms and shouted, No, no, no, go back, go back. . . .


Just before they made it through the pass, something felt as though it hit the car hard, as though a big rock had been hurled at it with great force. Timmy’s sister screamed and bent low in her seat, her hands covering her head. His father swerved, the car squealed, and Timmy and his mother both stared out their respective windows at the shapes that looked with every step that drew them closer to the swerving car less and less like smoky figures and more and more like tall, thin Indians. Very angry Indians who moved with the speed only a specter could muster. As soon as the car slammed to a stop, half in the roadside ditch, Edna and her dear boy, Timmy, each scrabbled for the door handles, thinking that if they could just get out of the car, they might escape the wrathful wraiths. But the handles wouldn’t open.


The family vacation was cut short, and any money Edna might have saved by packing their lunches was spent on months of therapy sessions for the entire family.
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The region known as Cheyenne Pass, just to the east of modern-day Laramie City, has been the source of numerous reports of ghostly activity through the past century and a half. It began when white European immigrants began seeking their fortunes ever farther westward. Travelers claimed to have experienced spectral Indians offering confusing signals, at once menacing and warning travelers to turn back. Local newspapers such as the Laramie City (Wyoming Territory) Daily Independent and the Torrington Telegram ran remarkably similar accounts of travelers’ inexplicable, frightening experiences there.


What caused all this terror and mayhem? Some of the people who witnessed such events lived to tell about them, and they all share eerie details about the mysterious smokelike forms darting from rock to rock, the apparitions that rise and fall, rise and fall from behind boulders and clumps of sage, always just ahead of the travelers, no matter the speed at which one’s vehicle travels. Most agree that they were given warnings that helped them avoid potential doom. But it is the gold-seeking Missourian and his family who received the first and greatest documented gift—their lives. The following party was not so lucky. And now the single grave of a white man slain in that attack is the only witness still standing watch over the place so many are said to have seen the wavering Indian wraiths.
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