


Amelia B. Edwards

1831–1892

For a quarter century beginning around 1860, most of the stylish and innovative writers of ghost stories were women. Filling the magazines with tales of spirits were Mary Elizabeth Braddon, author of the scandalous sensation novel Lady Audley’s Secret; Margaret Oliphant, whose story “The Library Window” appears in this volume; the prolific and influential Charlotte Riddell (who published as Mrs. J. H. Riddell), author of the ghost story collection Weird Stories and at least five novels with a supernatural theme; and Rhoda Broughton, author of Twilight Stories and many other books. 

None surpassed Amelia Edwards, author of the quintessential Victorian ghost story, “The Phantom Coach.” Born Amelia Ann Blandford in London in 1831 to an English father and an Irish mother, precocious young Amelia began publishing stories and poems during her childhood. She wrote for many publications, appearing often in Dickens’s Household Words and All the Year Round. Her popular novels included My Brother’s Wife and Lord Brackenbury, as well as story collections such as Monsieur Maurice and Other Tales. When she died in 1892, an obituary in the Illustrated London News began with these words: “In Miss Amelia B. Edwards, who died on Good Friday, aged sixty, an Englishwoman of great literary power and extraordinary versatility has passed away.”

After touring Egypt in the mid-1870s, Edwards became obsessed with the region. Her passion for its landscape, history, and people can be seen in her vivid 1890 account A Thousand Miles up the Nile, which featured her own evocative drawings of everything from tomb hieroglyphics to the Abu Simbel temple cut from desert rock. She founded an Egyptian Exploration Fund and left a legacy that founded the first chair of Egyptology in England, the Edwards Chair at University College London, which was first held by her protégé, the pioneer archaeologist Flinders Petrie. She even wrote the entry on mummies for the 1884 edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica. 

In the Christmas 1864 issue of Charles Dickens’s weekly All the Year Round, the following story appeared under the title “Another Past Lodger Relates His Own Ghost Story.” It began life with this curious title because it was part of a Christmas Extra issue centered around a boardinghouse, under the blanket title “Mrs. Lirriper’s Legacy.” (For background on this kind of theme issue, see the introduction to Dickens’s story “The Trial for Murder.” Dickens’s own contributions to this issue—comprising the title story and “Mrs. Lirriper’s Lodgings”—are a small masterpiece. Mrs. Lirriper herself, a surprisingly modern-sounding stream-of-consciousness narrator, has been compared to—and may have inspired—Mrs. Bloom in Joyce’s Ulysses.) Early on Edwards’s story was reprinted occasionally as “The North Mail.” For many years, however, it has been known by its present title, which seems so evocative of the Victorian ghost story that it was promoted to the title of this anthology. 





Arthur Conan Doyle



In 1880, the year he turned twenty-one, Arthur Conan Doyle was nearing the end of his medical courses in Edinburgh. He was studying hard for an exam when a fellow student named Currie came to his room and asked, “Would you care to start next week for a whaling cruise? You’ll be surgeon, two pound ten a month and three shillings a ton oil money.”

“How do you know I’ll get the berth?” young Arthur replied, always ready for sport or adventure.

“Because I have it myself. I find at this last moment that I can’t go, and I want to get a man to take my place.”

School was postponed. Arthur was off to the Arctic for seven months aboard the whaler Hope, captained by grizzly-bearded John Gray, a taciturn fellow Scot. Like Charles Darwin aboard the Beagle a few decades earlier, the future creator of Sherlock Holmes soon learned that the role of ship’s medical officer frequently translated into “companion for a captain imprisoned by the iron bars of class and rank that rule a ship”—even on a whaler. With fifty other men, half Scots and half Shetlanders picked up at Lerwick Harbour on the way north, Conan Doyle faced the first big adventure of his life. Before he knew it, he was waking to the tap of icebergs knocking against the hull. On deck, he could see vast floating fields of ice, so close together that a traveler could leap from one to another for mile after mile. Soon he was high in the crow’s nest, surveying the breeding ice fields, densely populated with many thousands of dark mother seals and their white cubs. The yowling of the cubs sounded so human that the Hope seemed moored beside a nursery—yet soon Arthur was helping slaughter them, as acres of crimson blood stained the ice. Then the Hope steered toward whaling waters, where at one point Arthur calculated that probably there were no other human beings within eight hundred miles. The unavoidable loneliness shook him.

Later Conan Doyle wrote of the Arctic, “He who has been within the borders of that mysterious region, which can be the most lovely and the most repellant on earth, must always retain something of its glamour . . . I went on board the whaler a big, straggling youth. I came off a powerful, well-grown man.” His uncle had encouraged him to read Edgar Allan Poe, and probably he had already read the great American grotesque’s 1838 novel The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket, whose science fictional and supernatural Antarctic adventures would influence Jules Verne, H. P. Lovecraft, and many others. 

Apparently they influenced Arthur Conan Doyle as well. In January 1883 Temple Bar published his ghost story “The Captain of the Pole-Star,” in which he conjured both the beauty and the terror of the Arctic. Four years later, the first Sherlock Holmes novel, A Study in Scarlet, was published, and gradually the world came to care about Arthur Conan Doyle. But this cold, dark story was published before anyone—including the young man himself—knew who he was.





Ambrose Bierce

1842–1914?

“Bitter Bierce,” they called him, for his gloomy view of humanity. In one portrait, he leans against a mantel beside a skull whose stare can’t match his own thoughtful frown. Skepticism and pessimism have seldom been more entertaining than in Bierce’s brilliant satirical volume The Devil’s Dictionary. Its hundreds of entries grew out of his newspaper columns and first appeared in 1906 as The Cynic’s Word Book. Consider his definition of infidel: “In New York, one who does not believe in the Christian religion; in Constantinople, one who does.” And, as quoted earlier in The Phantom Coach, there is Bierce’s fine definition of a ghost: “The outward and visible sign of an inward fear.”

Born in Ohio, Ambrose Gwinnett Bierce spent his adolescence in Indiana and his early adulthood managing a mine in the Dakotas. He served with distinction in the Civil War, fought at both Kennesaw Mountain and Shiloh, rescued a wounded comrade under fire, and suffered a severe head wound that kept him out of combat for only a few months before he returned. He edited various newspapers and magazines. He wrote for William Randolph Hearst’s San Francisco Examiner, then continued the association from Washington, DC.

Not surprisingly, the man who described a novel as “a short story padded” wrote elegant, economical stories. Probably his best known are “Chickamauga” and “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge,” either of which if published now would be called postmodern. A year after “Owl Creek,” in the December 19, 1891, issue of Wave, came another enduring story, a creepy oedipal vampire tale called “The Death of Halpin Frayser.” Two years later he reprinted all three in a collection with the perfect title Can Such Things Be? He also wrote poetry and essays. 

In October 1913, at the age of seventy-one, Bierce decided to visit Mexico to learn more about its revolution and to interview the outlaw and revolutionary leader Pancho Villa. Along the way he visited the sites of his war experience. Traveling via Chattanooga and New Orleans, he crossed over the Rio Bravo into Ciudad Juárez in late November. The day after Christmas 1913, Bierce wrote to his secretary from Chihuahua, stating his plan to travel to where Pancho Villa was supposedly planning to attack troops. Bierce was never heard from again. His disappearance without a trace has piqued the imagination of other writers ever since. Bierce appears in numerous fantasy and science fiction stories, as well as in a series of detective novels. Even Mexican novelist Carlos Fuentes couldn’t resist the mystique; Bierce is a central character in his 1985 novel The Old Gringo. One of Gregory Peck’s last roles was playing Bierce in the 1989 film version. 

“The Moonlit Road” was first published in the January 1907 issue of Cosmopolitan.





August Heat

Phenistone Road, Clapham August 20th, 190—



I have had what I believe to be the most remarkable day in my life, and while the events are still fresh in my mind, I wish to put them down on paper as clearly as possible.

Let me say at the outset that my name is James Clarence Withencroft.

I am forty years old, in perfect health, never having known a day’s illness.

By profession I am an artist, not a very successful one, but I earn enough money by my black-and-white work to satisfy my necessary wants.

My only near relative, a sister, died five years ago, so that I am independent. I breakfasted this morning at nine, and after glancing through the morning paper I lighted my pipe and proceeded to let my mind wander in the hope that I might chance upon some subject for my pencil.

The room, though door and windows were open, was oppressively hot, and I had just made up my mind that the coolest and most comfortable place in the neighbourhood would be the deep end of the public swimming bath, when the idea came.

I began to draw. So intent was I on my work that I left my lunch untouched, only stopping work when the clock of St. Jude’s struck four.

The final result, for a hurried sketch, was, I felt sure, the best thing I had done. It showed a criminal in the dock immediately after the judge had pronounced sentence. The man was fat—enormously fat. The flesh hung in rolls about his chin; it creased his huge, stumpy neck. He was clean shaven (perhaps I should say a few days before he must have been clean shaven) and almost bald. He stood in the dock, his short, clumsy fingers clasping the rail, looking straight in front of him. The feeling that his expression conveyed was not so much one of horror as of utter, absolute collapse.

There seemed nothing in the man strong enough to sustain that mountain of flesh.

I rolled up the sketch, and without quite knowing why, placed it in my pocket. Then with the rare sense of happiness which the knowledge of a good thing well done gives, I left the house.

I believe that I set out with the idea of calling upon Trenton, for I remember walking along Lytton Street and turning to the right along Gilchrist Road at the bottom of the hill where the men were at work on the new tram lines.

From there onwards I have only the vaguest recollection of where I went. The one thing of which I was fully conscious was the awful heat, that came up from the dusty asphalt pavement as an almost palpable wave. I longed for the thunder promised by the great banks of copper-coloured cloud that hung low over the western sky.

I must have walked five or six miles, when a small boy roused me from my reverie by asking the time.

It was twenty minutes to seven.

When he left me I began to take stock of my bearings. I found myself standing before a gate that led into a yard bordered by a strip of thirsty earth, where there were flowers, purple stock and scarlet geranium. Above the entrance was a board with the inscription—



CHS. ATKINSON. MONUMENTAL MASON.

WORKER IN ENGLISH AND ITALIAN MARBLES



From the yard itself came a cheery whistle, the noise of hammer blows, and the cold sound of steel meeting stone.

A sudden impulse made me enter.

A man was sitting with his back towards me, busy at work on a slab of curiously veined marble. He turned round as he heard my steps and I stopped short.

It was the man I had been drawing, whose portrait lay in my pocket.

He sat there, huge and elephantine, the sweat pouring from his scalp, which he wiped with a red silk handkerchief. But though the face was the same, the expression was absolutely different.

He greeted me smiling, as if we were old friends, and shook my hand.

I apologised for my intrusion.

“Everything is hot and glary outside,” I said. “This seems an oasis in the wilderness.”

“I don’t know about the oasis,” he replied, “but it certainly is hot, as hot as hell. Take a seat, sir!”

He pointed to the end of the gravestone on which he was at work, and I sat down.

“That’s a beautiful piece of stone you’ve got hold of,” I said.

He shook his head. “In a way it is,” he answered; “the surface here is as fine as anything you could wish, but there’s a big flaw at the back, though I don’t expect you’d ever notice it. I could never make really a good job of a bit of marble like that. It would be all right in the summer like this; it wouldn’t mind the blasted heat. But wait till the winter comes. There’s nothing quite like frost to find out the weak points in stone.”

“Then what’s it for?” I asked.

The man burst out laughing.

“You’d hardly believe me if I was to tell you it’s for an exhibition, but it’s the truth. Artists have exhibitions: so do grocers and butchers; we have them too. All the latest little things in headstones, you know.”

He went on to talk of marbles, which sort best withstood wind and rain, and which were easiest to work; then of his garden and a new sort of carnation he had bought. At the end of every other minute he would drop his tools, wipe his shining head, and curse the heat.

I said little, for I felt uneasy. There was something unnatural, uncanny, in meeting this man.

I tried at first to persuade myself that I had seen him before, that his face, unknown to me, had found a place in some out-of-the-way corner of my memory, but I knew that I was practising little more than a plausible piece of self-deception.

Mr. Atkinson finished his work, spat on the ground, and got up with a sigh of relief.

“There! what do you think of that?” he said, with an air of evident pride. The inscription which I read for the first time was this—



SACRED TO THE MEMORY

OF

JAMES CLARENCE WITHENCROFT



BORN JAN. 18TH, 1860.



HE PASSED AWAY VERY SUDDENLY

ON AUGUST 20TH, 190—

“In the midst of life we are in death.”



For some time I sat in silence. Then a cold shudder ran down my spine. I asked him where he had seen the name.

“Oh, I didn’t see it anywhere,” replied Mr. Atkinson. “I wanted some name, and I put down the first that came into my head. Why do you want to know?”

“It’s a strange coincidence, but it happens to be mine.” 

He gave a long, low whistle.

“And the dates?”

“I can only answer for one of them, and that’s correct.”

“It’s a rum go!” he said.

But he knew less than I did. I told him of my morning’s work. I took the sketch from my pocket and showed it to him. As he looked, the expression of his face altered until it became more and more like that of the man I had drawn.

“And it was only the day before yesterday,” he said, “that I told Maria there were no such things as ghosts!”

Neither of us had seen a ghost, but I knew what he meant.

“You probably heard my name,” I said.

“And you must have seen me somewhere and have forgotten it! Were you at Clacton-on-Sea last July?”

I had never been to Clacton in my life. We were silent for some time. We were both looking at the same thing, the two dates on the gravestone, and one was right.

“Come inside and have some supper,” said Mr. Atkinson.

His wife was a cheerful little woman, with the flaky red cheeks of the country-bred. Her husband introduced me as a friend of his who was an artist. The result was unfortunate, for after the sardines and watercress had been removed, she brought out a Doré Bible, and I had to sit and express my admiration for nearly half an hour.

I went outside, and found Atkinson sitting on the gravestone smoking.

We resumed the conversation at the point we had left off. “You must excuse my asking,” I said, “but do you know of anything you’ve done for which you could be put on trial?”

He shook his head. “I’m not a bankrupt, the business is prosperous enough. Three years ago I gave turkeys to some of the guardians at Christmas, but that’s all I can think of. And they were small ones, too,” he added as an afterthought.

He got up, fetched a can from the porch, and began to water the flowers. “Twice a day regular in the hot weather,” he said, “and then the heat sometimes gets the better of the delicate ones. And ferns, good Lord! they could never stand it. Where do you live?”

I told him my address. It would take an hour’s quick walk to get back home.

“It’s like this,” he said. “We’ll look at the matter straight. If you go back home to-night, you take your chance of accidents. A cart may run over you, and there’s always banana skins and orange peel, to say nothing of fallen ladders.”

He spoke of the improbable with an intense seriousness that would have been laughable six hours before. But I did not laugh.

“The best thing we can do,” he continued, “is for you to stay here till twelve o’clock. We’ll go upstairs and smoke, it may be cooler inside.”

To my surprise I agreed.



We are sitting now in a long, low room beneath the eaves. Atkinson has sent his wife to bed. He himself is busy sharpening some tools at a little oilstone, smoking one of my cigars the while.

The air seems charged with thunder. I am writing this at a shaky table before the open window.

The leg is cracked, and Atkinson, who seems a handy man with his tools, is going to mend it as soon as he has finished putting an edge on his chisel.

It is after eleven now. I shall be gone in less than an hour.

But the heat is stifling.

It is enough to send a man mad.
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