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The Legend of Betty Knox
by Michael Comiskey

Seventy miles south of Pittsburgh stand the dark and rugged Dunbar Mountains of northern Appalachia. Covering roughly a hundred square miles of Fayette County, Pennsylvania, between the villages of Dunbar and Ohiopyle, those craggy highlands feature cliff-crested ridges and swift-flowing streams such as Cucumber Run and the Youghiogheny River—the latter now a mecca for whitewater kayakers and rafters. The forest there is so thick that even in leafless winter a deer right in front of you could vanish in a flash. A grown black bear would not be visible at fifteen yards.
Those mountains are also home to a nineteenth century mystery that still riles the region and stumps all comers who seek to solve it. 
Life was harsh back then for the settlers in those hills, who eked a living cutting and hauling timber and raising cattle, buckwheat, corn and rye on the rocky slopes—and making not a little moonshine. Not a soul alive today knows why they came or why they stayed. Maybe the moonshine made their lives bearable.
Most of those pioneers were Scots-Irish. Just listen to their names: Tharpe, Askins, Stewart, Campbell, Mackenzie. Among them was one Alexander Knox and his wife Sarah, who staked a claim to some relatively flat land on a mountaintop called Kentuck Knob, about two miles from Ohiopyle. In 1842, Sarah bore Alexander their first child, a healthy girl they named Betty. But cruel fate would dictate that Betty would be their last child, for two years later Sarah died while giving birth to a stillborn girl. Alexander placed Sarah’s body in a rough casket, with the baby in her mother’s arms, and buried them under a large chestnut tree on Kentuck Knob. (The terrible chestnut blight that would nearly exterminate American chestnut trees would not strike the region until 1910 or so.)
After the burial, Alexander set out to find himself a good woman to be a second wife and a caring stepmother to Betty. But Alexander could take almost no time away from his homestead and his daughter and their constant demands upon him. Thus wife-hunting yielded to necessity and Alexander was left all by himself to care for little Betty. Truth be told, Alexander, although a hard worker and good man, was rather, well, roughhewn, even by the standards of that time and place, and not the most attractive prospect even in the woods. Adding to his challenges were the shortage of eligible women in those mountains and the unwillingness of women from outside the region to move to such a dark and lonely place. So Alexander remained an eligible but unsought-after widower.

Alexander was, however, a most dutiful father. When he worked the homestead, he kept young Betty right beside him. So naturally Betty learned all there was to know about milking cows and setting fences and growing grain on rocky grades and fishing and hunting for deer and anything edible; it’s not clear what she knew of moonshine. As Betty grew older, she came to appreciate her father’s constant hardship and helped him every way she could. She grew nearly as strong as any boy and logged, planted, sowed, hoed, harvested and hunted just like a son. That’s in addition to cooking and keeping house—or cabin in their case.
Well, when Betty was seventeen, her father died in a logging accident. We’ll never know how it happened. Betty was the only witness to the tragedy, and she was too grief-stricken to speak of it to her few neighbors on the mountain—who speculated, of course, that Betty was somehow responsible for it. They nonetheless helped her bury her father next to her mother and stillborn sister under that chestnut tree.
Now, you’d think that a seventeen year-old girl on that distant homestead, with few neighbors and grinding physical labor to perform, would give the place up and move to town. But not Betty Knox, for she was a physically strong young woman who had learned the craft of homesteading at her father’s side: she could run her farm as well as any man. She also had an independent streak and rarely accepted help from her neighbors on occasions when they offered it, so they soon learned not to offer. According to legend, Betty was a ravishing young woman with long, auburn hair and blue eyes. But I would discount those claims, as no photographs or likenesses of her are known to exist. And you know how people add choice elements to stories.
Industrious even by the standards of those mountaineers, Betty took on a side line for herself. She owned an ox that she used for plowing the stony ground and dragging timber. And so, for a small fee, she began hauling grain for her neighbors at harvest time (“neighbors” being a relative term in those mountains, where farms were far apart). Betty would leave her place before daybreak with sacks of grain on the ox and take the grain twelve miles down from the mountains to a place outside of Dunbar called Ferguson’s Mill. (It was near the hamlet known today as Mount Braddock.) There the mill hands would grind the grain into flour and bag it up. Betty would load the sacks of flour on the ox and head back to the mountains, arriving home at dusk. She took that route so often that within a year or two she had cleared a well-worn path through the forest for those twelve miles from Kentuck Knob to Ferguson’s Mill. The present paved road from Dunbar to Ohiopyle follows parts of that path, and hikers and hunters still follow other parts. About five miles up from Dunbar, where the path crossed Dunbar Creek, Betty even lined a nearby spring with white stones you can still see today.
One afternoon in the fall of 1862, as Betty was hauling flour from the mill back to Kentuck, she found a wounded Union soldier on her path—a Massachusetts man, some say. He’d been wounded in nearby West Virginia, which was still part of Virginia then, and thus Confederate territory. Sensibly scared of Army doctors, he’d deserted. Betty, a true Free Soiler, lifted him onto the ox, strapped him over the sacks of flour, and brought him through the forest to her cabin. Every spare moment she nursed him as best she could for five months. No matter how hard she tried, though, the soldier grew weaker and in the spring of 1863 he died. So Betty, heartbroken, buried him in the family plot with her mother, father, and stillborn sister. No one can find those graves today: the chestnut tree succumbed to the blight long ago and most of the former farmland up there, of little worth compared to more fertile soils, has since reverted to forest. My grandpap claimed he had a map that showed the graves, but he died before I ever saw it and now it, too, is lost.
So Betty returned to her solitary life of planting, farming, fishing, hunting, and hoeing and growing grain. She was quiet and, to be honest, the subject of some curiosity among the few who knew her. But the mountain folk much respected her for her hard work and determination. So did the mill hands who expected her arrival every Wednesday during harvest season with her and her neighbors’ grain on her ox.

One Tuesday evening in the fall of 1868, Betty’s neighbors brought her their grain, just as they always did during the harvest. The next morning she stopped at the Mitchell farm, about a mile down the path toward the mill, to pick up Seth Mitchell’s grain to take to the mill. Not a thing seemed out of the ordinary.

Betty never reached the mill. The mill hands thought it odd that she hadn’t come that Wednesday but thought that she’d come to the mill again soon. That evening, when Betty failed to return with the farmers’ flour, they reckoned she was simply running late and she’d have their flour for them the next morning.

When she failed to materialize by noon the next day, a few of them went to Betty’s place looking for the flour. They found everything normal except for three things. Betty’s chickens gathered around them as though they were hungry. The ox was gone. And so was Betty. Two of the mountain men, Robert Campbell and James Stout, headed down Betty’s trail toward Dunbar to search for the seemingly vanished woman. They found neither hide nor hair of her or her ox before reaching Dunbar, where impenetrable darkness forced them to spend the night. The next day, Friday, Stout hiked back to Kentuck and again found nothing along the trail. Campbell continued on to the mill, where the mill hands swore on their mothers’ graves that Betty hadn’t been to the mill since the previous week. Alarmed now, Campbell borrowed a horse from the mill owner and rode on ten miles to Uniontown to rouse the Fayette County sheriff.
Late the next afternoon, the sheriff, two deputies, Campbell and two bloodhounds arrived back in Kentuck after a harrowing day-long, 17-mile journey from Uniontown along “roads” that were little more than slightly improved Indian paths.
They had to start the search in Kentuck because they needed Betty’s personal items to provide her scent to the dogs. Due to the late hour of their arrival, the search would not begin until the next day, Sunday, four days after Betty’s disappearance.
One of the deputies, a man named Bell, was an experienced tracker. On Saturday afternoon and evening, he took the opportunity to search for human and animal tracks on the portion of the path from Kentuck down past the Mitchell farm. (Had he waited until the next day, the tracks of the bloodhounds running down the trail might have obscured any older tracks). But the weather had been very dry recently and it hardened the ground, which was therefore resistant to new foot- or hoof- prints.

Down the center of the trail he found what appeared to be a few faint tracks of a man with a small foot or a woman with a large one; to the right of those prints were the tracks of a heavy animal. But those tracks were partially obscured by numerous wild animal tracks and the footprints of Campbell and Stout who had walked the trail in search of Betty and the ox. And there was no telling whether the unidentified human and animal tracks were a few days or a few weeks old. Thus the track record revealed little that was useful.
The search began the next morning. The lawmen had been uncertain whether the hounds could pick up Betty’s scent after a four-day lapse. But after sniffing the few personal items in Betty’s cabin, the yelping animals bounded down Betty’s trail with the sheriff, the deputies, and Campbell following.
All seemed well until the dogs and men reached the crossing of Dunbar Creek. There the dogs stopped dead, although yelping and baying toward the opposite side of the easily fordable stream. The lawmen, long experienced with the tracking of hounds, had never seen such behavior from those animals. Normally, the dogs would have bounded across the creek without a pause. When the deputies dragged the dogs across the stream and let them loose, the hounds hastened back to the near side, turned around, and howled and yelped all the more toward the far side of the creek. Unable to get the dogs to stay across the creek, the sheriff and the two deputies searched with the dogs to the left and right along the stream bank. But the dogs soon quieted, milled about, and stopped, obviously having lost Betty’s scent.
Suspecting that something—or someone—had forced Betty to lead her ox up or downstream in the creek bed, they searched for ruts in the creek bed or signs of a person or ox having left the creek somewhere up or downstream from Betty’s normal crossing. But they found nothing.

 On the portion of Betty’s path beyond the creek crossing, Bell observed the same pattern of faint footprints and animal hoof and claw tracks he had observed between Kentuck and the crossing. But again, there was no telling how old they all were.

The second deputy and Campbell went on to Dunbar while the sheriff, deputy Bell, and the dogs returned to Kentuck. The searchers tried again the next day after taking the dogs to Betty’s barn to catch the scent of the ox. But the result was just like the day before: the dogs ran eagerly to the creek bank but refused to cross or stay on the far side.
The lawmen continued the search for nearly a week. Some additional mountaineers and townsfolk from Dunbar joined in, motivated as much by morbid fascination with the gathering mystery as by any genuine desire to find Betty. The searchers traced and retraced Betty’s route all the way from Kentuck to Ferguson’s Mill, fanning out a great distance on both sides of the trail, but found no physical trace of Betty or the ox.
Speculation as to Betty’s fate quickly replaced ordinary gossip as the favorite local parlor game. Perhaps we shouldn’t blame the locals on that score, though, as the mountaineers had few other excitements back then. And Betty’s disappearance was Excitement with a capital E.
Some folks were sure she’d been taken by a mountain lion, a few of which, known locally as ramcats and elsewhere as Nittany Lions, still roamed the Dunbar Mountains.  But the searchers found no blood, no bones, no disturbed vegetation as one would expect had a lion dragged Betty from the trail. And a mountain lion would eat, but not drag, an ox. And there was no ox to be found.
Others proposed that Betty and the ox met their doom at the paws of a black bear. But black bears, even hungry ones, will normally flee from a human. And the objections to the mountain lion theory seemed also to rule out a bear as the culprit.
Still others were certain a bandit had bushwhacked Betty. But wouldn’t it make more sense to rob her as she carried flour on her way back to Kentuck rather than on her way there with an ox-load of raw grain? Of course, criminals aren’t always rational, and a bandit might have encountered her by chance and committed a crime on impulse—seizing the moment, as it were. But no one could remember an instance of banditry in those forests. And again, Betty’s path on that fateful Wednesday seemed confined to the trail, with no evidence of her or the ox or anyone or anything else entering or leaving the trail at any point. The sheriff, moreover, had instructed the men at the mill to watch for anyone bringing in a suspiciously large amount of grain, a directive they took to heart due to their fondness for the missing woman. But the mill hands had reported no such instance.
So the mountaineers and the townsmen of Dunbar returned to their usual routines, and talk about Betty gradually diminished but never ceased.
And that is how things stood until the following spring, when children picking wild ramps along Betty’s path made a grisly discovery. 
Where the path crossed Dunbar Creek, they found the skeleton of an ox the same size as Betty’s chained to a hemlock tree—at just the spot that had been the center of the search six months before. When the sheriff and deputy Bell examined the scene two days later, they found no tracks there save those of a few wild animals that had eaten the creature either just before or just after it died. (They judged that it had been eaten there by the bite marks on the animal’s bones and the indigestible ox parts at the scene.)  

The local men informed the sheriff of another puzzling thing: Betty Knox was never known to use a chain on her animal. She had always used a heavy rope. And thus the chain on the desiccated beast was likely not her own.
The sheriff, deputy Bell, and the local men were stupefied. What sort of man would chain an ox to a tree and let it die like that? (As the ox had been ungraciously eaten at the scene, it didn’t seem plausible that it had died elsewhere and been transported to the forest after death.)  Apart from the cruelty involved in killing an animal that way, the creature would have had some economic value, if nothing else. The abandonment of the chained ox was obviously a twisted joke. But who did it? Betty’s abductor? If so, why would he leave a clue like that in the forest? One motive might be to taunt the sheriff and terrorize the local population. But the few residents of that territory were all known to one another. None fit the profile of such a monster.
The chilling discovery rekindled the fires of gossip and speculation, all of which led the local population and the lawmen no closer to an answer, not even to this very day. You can see why this mystery has roiled the region ever since.

Predictably, in the many years since the disappearance of Betty and her ox, hikers and hunters have reported spectral sightings of the missing woman and her animal in the forest. A few have even reported hearing the mournful lowing of an ox along Betty’s path.
But considering the bizarre circumstances of her disappearance, who knows? Perhaps you should follow Dunbar Creek for five miles up from the town of that same name to where Betty’s path crosses the creek. That locale, as forested today as it was in 1868, is still known as Betty Knox. Look at the white stones Betty put there to line the spring. Set a spell among the virgin hemlocks. And you may hear a young man’s voice whisper, “Betty Knox, Betty Knox.”

