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INTRODUCTION







   So many ghosts, and forms of fright,
Have started from their graves to-night,
They have driven sleep from mine eyes away;
I will go down to the chapel and pray.




  —Henry Wadsworth Longfellow







  Ghosts are real.




  At least that’s what about half of Americans say in separate nationwide surveys conducted in recent years by Gallup and the Pew Research Center. Findings from the surveys indicate that belief in the paranormal is on the rise. Does this mean more people are having encounters with the ghostly and strange? Perhaps.




  Likewise, the subject of ghosts remains popular in mass media; one can find everything from regional books, such as this one, to thicker tomes and novels with ghostly antagonists. And there is a hearty supply of television shows depicting paranormal investigators on the prowl for evidence of life beyond the grave and blockbuster movies, such as the recent The Conjuring series, with their haunted houses and otherworldly themes.




  Belief in strange phenomena is not tied to the subject of ghosts only. In a different survey conducted in July 2021, it was found that four in ten people claim to have seen what they believe to be something from out of this world. “While Americans are still inclined to think UFOs are not alien spacecraft, close to half believe alien life forms exist beyond Earth,” according to the 2021 Gallup report. In that article it referred to a poll taken two years earlier, noting, “A June 2019 poll found 49% of Americans believing there are ‘people somewhat like ourselves’ living on other planets. A much larger percentage, 75%, said that ‘life of some form’ exists elsewhere in the universe.”




  Do some of these strange craft seen in our night skies carry life forms that travel millions of miles to enact encounters with us earthlings? According to the statistics, some people really do believe that.




  Also, in the “strange phenomena” or unexplained category are weird creature sightings that baffle our known understanding of our galaxy’s third planet and what life forms call it home. For example, “Nessie,” the Loch Ness Monster, or Harry the Sasquatch, otherwise known as Bigfoot, both which have a long and many-varied sightings-by-people history. As for the latter, alleged sightings of the uncouth Sasquatch have been reported from the Pacific Northwest to the Appalachian Mountains—including right here in the Dakotas. The Peace Garden State also is home to at least one lake monster legend.




  In the world in which we live, there also are tales about real-life vampires, werewolves, and witches. The paramount question that arises with each of these topics is this: Are the stories true?




  HISTORY, LORE, AND HAUNTINGS




  Something we should keep in mind whenever we study the paranormal and other strange phenomena is that many of the tall tales we come across, legend and folklore, usually have some basis in fact. Barring the stories shared by first-hand witnesses, old stories often get embellished or exaggerated over time. It is something akin to telling the first person standing in a long line of storytellers that grandma’s silver wig was lost in the wind and grandpa went running off to fetch it for her. Once the story reaches the end of the line, it isn’t quite the same as it was when it started. Having been passed from one ear to another, now the story is about grandpa who got lost in a storm when he went looking for his gray toupee.




  Another way to view this is to understand that folklore is an exaggeration of something that really did happen. We can turn to Hollywood and the aforementioned The Conjuring series for some clarification. The Conjuring and its sequels are based on the real-life case files of Ed and Lorraine Warren, a husband-and-wife paranormal investigating team who rose to fame in the 1970s after their investigation of the Amityville Horror House in Long Island, New York. The Conjuring 2 (2016), based on the true-life Amityville crime, depicts hauntings the couple supposedly explored at the infamous house, as well as paranormal phenomenon at another haunted house in Enfield, England. Hollywood, however, throughout the franchise, exaggerates the Warrens’ case files with over-the-top and unbelievable episodes of ghostly activity—such as a doll that writes crayon on the walls and ceiling; a tall, morphing, crooked man that appears in physical form to haunt a susceptible victim; and a vengeful nun who wreaks havoc at a secluded convent. These are excellent characterizations of things that scare us, making for great entertainment in a darkened theater, but, in most cases, ghosts are not so bold.




  In short, the Warren case files may be real, but it is unlikely that the extreme paranormal activity explored on the big screen happened that way in real life. The movies say as much during the credits scroll. It is much the same with folklore and legend. Such stories often are based on real incidents or episodes, but they also are often exaggerated tales of such events.




  This volume contains both experiences that real people have had with the paranormal and tales that fall better into the category of folklore and legend, having been passed down through a number of years and, as such, have perhaps become exaggerated along the way. It is the experiences and perspectives of real people that I enjoy and appreciate most. I also enjoy the background, the history behind the hauntings. It is a commonly held belief that there can be no haunting without a history. I have tried to share some history of the sites depicted in these stories, while being mindful to not neglect the weightier matter of why you most likely picked this book up in the first place: for the ghost stories.




  As I said earlier, Hollywood’s depiction of a haunting is usually not how it played itself out in real life. But that’s not to say that paranormal activity cannot be extreme. Indeed, it can be, and in the following pages you’ll read about a few individuals who have had close encounters—and very frightening episodes—with entities beyond our natural world. In some cases, the paranormal is in-your-face bold.




  Among the more frightening episodes are of ghosts and other unseen entities physically attacking individuals, appearing as full-bodied apparitions, moving objects and damaging property. Within these pages, you’ll read about a team of North Dakota paranormal investigators who have had many flagrant experiences with unseen entities, a saloon owner who witnessed an apparition in his business, and a South Dakota woman who claims she and her family have been terrorized by at least one unfriendly spirit. You’ll also meet one of the world’s youngest demonologists, who saw his first apparition at age twelve and many more since then, and a savvy YouTuber for whom the paranormal is anything but not normal. It has followed him his whole life and he has come to accept that it is part of his own existence to have such experiences. Before we get to these haunts and others, however, there are a few more things we need to review.




  
TYPES OF HAUNTINGS




  For those who believe in the paranormal, there exist at least six different classifications of hauntings (some people may claim there are more).




  Residual: A residual haunting is the most common type of paranormal occurrence. But what exactly is a residual haunting? There might not be an “exact” definition for this or any other type of haunting, but here’s one way to look at it: when something tragic happens at a location, the negative energy from the occurrence is “blasted” into the space-time continuum where it then can repeatedly replay itself, much like a broken record does on a turntable. However, I tend to believe that residual hauntings are the past’s imprint not only of something tragic that has happened but also of life’s other instances. We all are creatures of habit; we all experience many aspects of what it means to be a mortal every day—health and sickness, happiness and sadness, laughter and tears. We all are caught up in our own daily routines. Life is an emotional journey. Why can’t the experiences we have daily, especially as they repeat themselves in our own routines, make a lasting impact in that same time-space continuum? The phantom footsteps on the stairs or the creaking of a door you may hear, for instance, may not be anything “new,” per se, but a recording from the past.




  Intelligent: An intelligent haunting is what most ghost seekers want to tap into when they go on a paranormal investigation. They may ask the alleged spirit questions, sometimes even asking it to perform an activity such as knocking on a wall, closing a door, or turning on a light in an effort to provoke a response. Because an intelligent haunting is not a blast from the past but a manifestation of an actual entity, it will respond in real time, such as performing the requested knock on the wall. In this and other ways of interaction, an intelligent haunting will try to communicate with the living.




  Poltergeist: A poltergeist, translated to English, means “noisy ghost,” likes to play tricks on, or in other ways unnerve, its human victims. It most often does this by moving inanimate objects, throwing items, making lights turn off and on, or doors open and close, et cetera. These hauntings are different than intelligent hauntings because they are not necessarily trying to communicate with their mortal victims but, rather, to scare or play jokes on them. It’s believed that poltergeists often are manifested around teenage girls. These might be prankster ghosts, but that doesn’t mean they’re friendly. Obviously, an entity that seeks to frighten and scare is not in the same league as our decades-old favorite TV ghost, Casper.




  Demons: The most sinister and frightening of all hauntings are those caused by demons, unembodied (not disembodied) entities who seek to torment and scare their victims. These entities come from the very bands of hell and, if allowed, will seek the possession of their victims. Demons are real and are mentioned throughout history, including in holy writ. They cause anxiety, depression, and fear, and they seek the misery and control of their victims. Those who believe in God know, however, that the Father of creation is mightier than these anxious entities from hell.




  Shadow People: Often in paranormal circles there is talk of shadow people, or shadow figures. Some individuals say they have seen these dark entities most often from their peripheral vision, moving about; others claim to have seen them in a darkened room or even outside. Sometimes shadow figures have been known to appear at one’s bedside, or in other locations. One person I interviewed for a previous book said he saw shadow figures in his driveway, as if they were playing hide-and-seek near his parked vehicle. While there is much we do not know about shadow people, their purpose remaining largely unknown, their intent seems to be acknowledged: to frighten and make afraid.




  Doppelganger: The least common of all paranormal occurrences is the doppelganger, which in the English vernacular means “double walker, known as a person’s ‘evil twin.’” Such hauntings have been documented, but they are rare and hardly ever reported, according to paranormal experts. Still, these are frightening visages not to be trifled with. If you pass yourself on the sidewalk, it is best to keep going in the opposite direction.




  A TRAVELOG THROUGH THE DAKOTAS




  Ghost stories may send a few chills up your back, but history should warm you up. And the Dakotas, while being some of the last states admitted to the Union, are full of long and fascinating histories. Much of their history—and much that makes it fascinating—are the Indigenous tribes whose influence, thankfully, is still felt in the region today. The white man may have raped the land long ago, but no matter how they may have tried, they did not diminish the heritage and culture that was here long before the settlers arrived.




  This book, which covers topics and tales from both the Dakotas, is divided primarily into two sections—North Dakota and South Dakota—each with subsections of different regions.




  As you can tell by its size, this book is not a comprehensive volume about the history or the hauntings of the Dakotas. A few other books, listed in the “Further Reading” appendix, help to tell the larger story. But I hope this book is a worthy addition to the growing library about the haunts in these two sometimes overlooked states. I hope it serves as a pleasant way for you to pass a few hours.




  It is my wish that the tales told here spark curiosity and interest for further study of Dakota history, including the stranger sides of these unique states. Lastly, I hope what is told here about ghosts and other strange phenomena in the prairieland will create at least a few goose pimples for you. Keep the lights on!











 


   

  NORTH DAKOTA is an unassuming state, but it is rich in history. It also has its share of the unexplained, making it a fun place to learn about and explore. There is plenty that goes bump in the night in the Peace Garden State.




  Armchair visitors may have an artificial knowledge of this mystic place. They may think, for instance, especially with all the images of winter found on the internet, that North Dakota is nothing but a year-round frozen tundra. But that’s not the case. It is, indeed, bitingly frigid in the winter but also has pleasant summers, plentiful sunflower fields, and wildlife that add beauty and character to the state. It is home to rolling hills and flatlands, endless scenes of wind-whipped prairie grass and robust agriculture fields, and both urban areas and rural communities. It is a nice place to visit and a good place to live and work.




  North Dakota, which gained statehood on November 2, 1889, and encompasses some 70,698 square miles, is the fourth least populated state in the Union. With a population of 762,062, by 2019 census estimates, it trails only Alaska (724,357), Vermont (623,251), and Wyoming (581,075). As such, North Dakota affords opportunities not available in more heavily congested areas. It just doesn’t feel crowded. Even in the larger cities, such as Grand Forks or Fargo, the latter being the state’s largest, there is still the hometown vibe. The people in this expansive state are, for the most part, welcoming and friendly.




  Its rugged climate may be why North Dakota is an often-overlooked state; but it is, quite frankly, one of the country’s hidden gems and people are surprised when they come here to find it offers much more than white winters. It also has an interesting history.




  Long before North Dakota became a state, it was part of the French-controlled land known as La Louisiane, or the Louisiana Territory. It came into possession by the United States when President Thomas Jefferson obtained the territory in 1803 as part of the Louisiana Purchase. The area later to be called North Dakota and South Dakota then became part of the Minnesota and Nebraska territories and, finally in 1861, the Dakota Territory. By this time, statehood was only twenty-seven years away—mere seconds in the biological clock of a nation’s history.




  North Dakota saw a significant population boom between 1879 and 1886, when more than 100,000 people entered the territory. A second wave of migrants, many of them of Scandinavian and Germanic origin, arrived beginning in about 1905, and by 1920 the young state had 646,872 residents. Norwegian culture makes up an interesting and colorful part of North Dakota history, and many sites around the state tell of these industrious people.




  Some of those historic footprints are the ghosts and lore that remain. As with any history, there are the occasional blight spots; wherever there is sunshine, there usually is shadow, and North Dakota has its share of gloom. Here, among its many layers of history and topography, are some strange tales to be told, adding to the interesting tale that is North Dakota. There are reports of strange-creature sightings, such as Bigfoot and lake monsters, and reports of UFOs and other unexplained phenomena that appear in the night sky. But mostly there are tales of the ghostly. And if the stories hold true, some of the ghosts are quite obtrusive.
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  THE WESTERN EDGE




  THE FOUNDER OF MEDORA, A LINGERING SPIRIT, AND AN OLD CHATEAU




  THE CHATEAU DE MORES, MEDORA




  There’s a little of France in North Dakota—particularly, the stately Chateau de Mores, a spacious two-story building constructed in 1883 near present-day Medora. The property, part of the Chateau de Mores State Historic Site, is a time capsule of life on the rolling prairie more than one hundred years ago.




  Medora and the surrounding area have a lot of interesting history; some of it is tied to two charismatic figures: the founder of Medora and builder of the chateau, the Marquis de Morès, and a man by the name of Theodore Roosevelt. Interestingly, both men crossed paths, and both impacted—and were impacted by—the Badlands. Roosevelt, for instance, said his time spent ranching in Dakota Territory was a sort of spiritual journey for him, giving him fodder for the successes he would later achieve and the presidency he one day would assume. His legacy is forever entwined with North Dakota by the national park that carries his name.




  The Marquis also left his mark, including the chateau—meaning a large French-style country house—that he built for his family in 1883. The twenty-six-room chateau is located not quite a mile west and south of Medora and overlooks the town where other historic markers lie: Chimney Park and De Mores Memorial Park, both which have ties to the Marquis, a French aristocrat and entrepreneur who imprinted his legacy with these and other now-historic landmarks.




  Born to the Duke of Vallombrosa in 1858, Antoine-Amédée-Marie-Vincent Manca Amat de Vallombrosa more readily went by the honorary title of the Marquis de Morès et de Montemaggiore, or the Marquis de Morès. Titles aside, he received much of his wealth from his in-laws, and when he came to this neck of Dakota Territory, he named the emerging town after his wife, Medora Marie von Hoffman, daughter of a wealthy Wall Street banker.




  He built the chateau as a seasonal residence and hunting lodge and had it ready for when his wife joined him in 1884. It is a long building adorned with several windows, as if many eyes are keeping watch among the prairie. Here the couple and their daughter, along with a number of servants, occupied the chateau only seasonally for three years, but, during that time, Lady de Morès adorned it with some of the fine furnishings of the day. It is believed that she had what some may call a “tomboy” side of her personality. She was a good shot, did well on a horse, and likely joined her husband on some of his hunting adventures.




  While he waited for the Lady de Morès to arrive, the Marquis kept his entrepreneurial spirit alive. Before western Dakota boomed with oil, the cattle industry was all the rage. Seeing more dollar signs in his future, he opened a slaughterhouse and meatpacking plant in 1883, the same year he built the chateau, with the idea to send beef by refrigerated railcar to the more lucrative restaurants and businesses of the eastern states. His theory was that having cattle slaughtered straight off the range, instead of being shipped live to the Chicago stockyards, would be more lucrative because slaughtered beef would retain its heft and not lose weight as live animals would during transit.




  His business didn’t have the lasting effect he had hoped for, and his fortuitous plans were short-lived when, in 1886, the operation shut down. When the family left the Dakota Badlands for their native Europe, the markers they established remained, a little French influence in North Dakota. The chateau, specifically, is a venue to the past in another way, for it is rumored that some of the old-time spirits have remained. Most notably, one of them may be the spirit of Medora herself.




  Legend has it that the apparition of a female spirit has been seen at the chateau, and not only at one location but apparently in many places around the property. According to some stories, ghostly caretakers have also been seen on the property, going about their work as they did when they were alive, seemingly not knowing that they now go through their routines as disembodied spirits instead of donned with flesh-and-blood.




  Other paranormal activity at the chateau are lights that have been reported to turn on in the house when no one is in the building, cold spots that have been detected at some locations at various times of day, and ghostly laughter heard inside the house when it is obvious no human could be blamed.




  Are these residual hauntings of people from the past, playing or repeating what had been done here while the Marquis and his family remained? Or are these spirits of the more intelligent kind, making their presence known from time to time because of their attachment to the historic property? Perhaps they are making sure the Marquis’s chateau is cared for and safely protected. But if so, what about the alleged darker entities that are said to also have a presence here?




  More frightening than the phantom sounds and a female apparition are the dark shadows that have been known to creep at certain places on the property, sending chills up the spines of their weary witnesses.




  Shadow figures, according to paranormal circles, do not emit positive vibes. Different theories exist about what shadow figures may be. Some say they are another manifestation of a ghost, though the more common belief is that they are different from ghosts in that they are deemed nonhuman entities, dark masses whose sole ambition is to cause anxiety and fear. They can be shapeless, but often they take the shape of a real person—thus their name, shadow people. Ironically, for those who report seeing a shadow person that lacks a discernable outline, it is common to describe the entity as wearing a hat, such as a fedora. These entities of black mass are quick, often with odd movements.




  There is much we don’t know about shadow people. Easier to explain is why the spirit of Lady Morès may have remained. There obviously are some attachments for her, such as the nearby town named after her and the chateau she devoted much time and attention to during her and her family’s stay. What drew her spirit back—the town, the chateau, or both?




  She visited for the last time—at least as a mortal—after her husband died.




  Despite any creepiness that some people allege happens here, the chateau retains its interesting spot in Dakota history and is surely worth a visit. Come here to experience the past in Dakota Territory.




  According to the State Historical Society of North Dakota, which manages the property, the chateau, now a “historic house museum . . . contains many of the original furnishings and personal effects of the de Morès family.” Tours of the house, as described on the Historical Society website, take about an hour and are available during the summer months for the price of admission.




  The Historical Society also offers a “History Alive!” program: “History Alive! programs explore the lives and times of local residents from decades gone by, combining theater arts with history. The 20-minute monologues are based on original letters, diaries, and other documents, many from the archives of the State Historical Society of North Dakota.” The free program, at the time of this writing, is presented on weekends with times listed both in morning and afternoon on Saturdays and Sundays from June through August.




  Other related sites in the area include the De Morès Memorial Park, located in downtown Medora, which has a bronze statue of the Marquis that was donated by his sons in 1926.




  Chimney Park, or the site of the Marquis’s old slaughterhouse and the old railroad spur, sits on the western edge of Medora. The Historical Society says the building burned in 1907 but the facility’s tall brick chimney was left standing. In case the reminiscence of beef causes a stir in your stomach, a picnic area is located next to the plant. Bring your lunch!




   A MEAN-TEMPERED GHOST CALLED THE ENFORCER




  BILLINGS COUNTY COURTHOUSE MUSEUM, MEDORA




  Ghosts are many—and extremely active—at the Billings County Courthouse Museum, located at 475 4th Street in Medora. Site manager Bambi Mansfield, who had been with the museum for eight years by the time we visited on August 16, 2022, said she has experienced paranormal activity inside the building for all of those years. Sometimes the activity has been subtle, other times more blunt. In the week leading up to our conversation, she said activity at the building had ramped up. Books—thick, heavy tomes—flew off counters; chains on display that stretched from one wall to another started bouncing; and an unnerving presence was felt in parts of the building.




  Mansfield, who said she’s experienced the supernatural ever since her cardiac arrest at age sixteen, said she is not frightened by the paranormal—but that there is one unnerving presence she doesn’t like. She and her staff have dubbed him “the Enforcer.”




  While there is likely nothing malevolent in the building, according to Wendy Kimble and Stephanie Pinkey, co-founders of Paranormal Investigators of North Dakota based in Minot, the entity called the Enforcer, whose spirit could have belonged to a jail guard during the courthouse’s prime, is quite ornery—maybe even mean or ill-tempered. Mansfield said there is a particular room in the building where the atmosphere changes. His presence isn’t always felt there, but when it is, you don’t want to go inside. There is just a bad vibe about it, she said.




  Managed by the Billings County Historical Society, the Billings County Courthouse Museum was built in the 1880s. A remodel project took place in 1913 and the building served the county as a courthouse for a number of years. It was added to the National Register of Historic Places in 1977 and took on new life in 1986 when it became a museum.




  Its exhibits are not what one would usually expect at a museum: frontier farm and ranch memorabilia. Here, exhibits depict automotive items, barbed wire and fencing material, farming implements, military memorabilia, and other displays—exhibits that give a nod to the rustic, western-style history that is Medora.




  The aforementioned mysteriously bouncing chains on display in one of the exhibits stretch from wall to wall; they don’t touch the ground. And yet those who saw them move—there were more eyes on them than only Mansfield’s—were left dumbfounded by what they had witnessed. How could they move like that when pulled across the room and fastened to the walls? What entity could do that and, perhaps more importantly, why? Was it a poltergeist? Was it the Enforcer? And, if so, what was its message? Or was it intended to only frighten?




  Mansfield, who considers herself an empath—someone with the ability to understand the emotional state of another—doesn’t know. When it comes to the paranormal, some things are left unexplained. However, some of the spirits at the old building seem to be lost, and she has tried to help some of them to move on. She’s had some success, including helping a little boy’s spirit who, while a mortal, died in a fire. His shoes were found decades later and, through research, she found out who the little boy likely was. She brought the shoes, which had been stored at the facility, to his gravesite, and his presence, which had previously been felt in the museum, has not been detected since.
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