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      ‘Every passion borders on the chaotic, but the collector’s passion borders on the chaos of memories.’

WALTER BENJAMIN1





 

 

 

 

First of all, thank you very much for accepting the invitation to visit my museum today. I’m glad you found it alright and the map was sufficiently clear. I concede it is a little bit out of the way, but I think that only adds to the experience of visiting us. We’re a ‘wonderful hidden gem’ (if our latest Tripadvisor review is to be believed). Before we go in, just a few housekeeping things. The curiosities here are displayed in four distinct rooms spread over two floors of the building. You are of course free to explore them in any order you want, but I would suggest sticking to the route as advised. The building is old and there are some doors here and there that don’t lead anywhere. I wouldn’t want you getting lost and ending up as an exhibit!

In the event of an emergency, there are exit signs clearly marked for your safe passage out of the building. From there, gather at the meeting point across the road, just below the statue of Don Giovanni from Mozart’s famous opera of the same name. If you don’t know what that is just look for a giant headless cloaked man and you’ll be in the right place. I hope you enjoy your visit. It’s quite busy today so I’ll let you get started. I’ll try to be around to give you some information about each of the individual rooms as you arrive at them. But you do have the audio guide which takes you through everything as well. I think that’s … oh, yes. Can I please ask that you don’t touch any of the exhibits? They are quite delicate and some need particular handling and conditions. But don’t worry, they don’t all bite! Right, oh and the gift shop is over there of course, but you can visit that at the end. Ok, I’ll let you go! Yes, the audio will start when you put the headphones on.

You might be wondering how I, an actor, writer and deep-sea submersible technician (ok the last one is a lie) ended up with a museum. I have always been a collector of sorts. As a child, the jumble sales and church hall fairs that my family attended on bank holidays would always turn up a vintage toy or Beano annual that I would beg my parents to buy me. I’ve always been drawn to old ephemera and antiques with a curious history. I remember being obsessed with a story my grandad recounted about when he was posted to France in the war. He was in a deserted chateau somewhere in the south of France and he came across a short wooden cane with a silver handle, fashioned in the shape of a lion. Imagine my delight when he told me that he’d taken the cane, and had had it in his possession for a few weeks when one day he’d idly pressed the lion’s nose. Out from the other end of the cane slammed a spring-loaded blade! As a lover of magic and illusion, I was so enamoured by this story. I remember asking him if he still had it, but sadly he said it was lost in the war. However, this idea of happening upon something so wonderful and surprising stayed with me and began a love of browsing antique shops. So I am a collector, yes. Certainly of anything unusual or distinct. One of my prize possessions is an old wooden pipe with the head fashioned in the shape of the Devil. Should it ever be lit, smoke would coil and rise from out of the top of his head. As it has grown over the years, I have occasionally mentioned the museum in interviews. The response has always been intrigue and requests for a guided tour. I always found such comments to be a little prying. The museum was just for me. They were my things. It surely wouldn’t hold interest for anyone else? But as the collection has become more significant, I feel more compelled (proud even) to share it with other people. In fact, I’ve started to feel that some of the exhibits would quite like to be seen by fresh and interested parties. New blood and all that. So it is no surprise to me that this exhibition should have emerged. Now that I’ve embraced the idea, I’m so excited to show you around.

We are all curators I think. Our lives are made up of the exhibits we pick up along the way. Those ‘exhibits’ being our interests, hobbies, phobias, fears and loves. It follows therefore that this museum of self is a hotchpotch, to use a technical term. The items that make up one’s life and passions are what they are. No one can tell you otherwise. We curate what we are drawn to, and occasionally we’ll have a rummage around and remember – often with joy and nostalgia – why we were drawn to them. It doesn’t matter what the things are. We loved them at the time – or we didn’t, because not all of the exhibits in our collection have to be cherished and adored. Some can be there as a warning, or a talisman that brings back a memory that might not be altogether nice. Those items are vital. But part of the fun of being your own curator is where you place your items. What ‘room’ these pieces fit into also reveals part of the story of you. Things I Took from the Dark is made up of four rooms: one for monsters, one for ghosts, one for the Devil and one for earthbound curiosities that are so strange they don’t fit anywhere else. They all contain items related to stories that, for one reason or another, stayed with me long enough to become a part of this collection. This is a museum of curiosities that have shaped me and my work. The exhibits all have their own stories to tell; some oblique and tantalising in their enduring mystery and some silly and explainable, but joyous because of the colourful myths that surround them. By opening the doors to this very personal collection, I hope to shed some light on me (if that is of any interest to those who choose to visit), and recount along the way some fascinating, strange and often scary stories that reside within these walls.

The last thing I want to do is bore you. There may be some items here that you don’t much care for. That’s fine. I think it’s probably a universal truth that museums often have at least some part that we poke our head in and, after a cursory glance, decide ‘not for me’ and skip straight on to the gift shop. I don’t know about you but, for me, one of the great pleasures in life is the reward of the gift shop at the end of a museum visit. Often filled with cards and books and things that seem better than the usual fare. I caveat this supposed universal truth with the fact that I am also of an age where a trip to a garden centre at Christmas is a big deal. ‘Do you mean to tell me they’re selling Santa-themed knitted toilet roll covers?’

So the journey that led to this collection can be traced back to my childhood and the interests and hobbies that began to shape who I was, way back then. This introduction serves as an attempt to give you some background on me: to explain what I was like and why, all these years later, I should be a curator of an exhibition such as this. A grown-up endeavour for someone who doesn’t feel grown up at all. In fact, as I get older, I increasingly find solace in the things from my childhood that transport me back to a place of nostalgia and comfort. I don’t take any of this for granted, mind, and the life I now have is a blessed one that affords me this luxury.

But I was once an actual child and like most children I had to go to school. My primary school was right next to my parents’ home in Hull. Literally, the school fence was the actual end of our garden – it looked out onto the school field. My mum could pass me biscuits through the bars at playtime or sometimes a glass of Vimto during PE lessons. It was like The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas but less devastating. The school was always right there. Looming large, even when I was at home. I suppose it gave it more significance for me. I sort of couldn’t escape it. One fun thing it did afford, however, as it was surrounded by trees, was the presence of lots of bats flying round the school building in the evening at dusk. Consequently, while the other children hung around the outside of Londis and roamed the streets of Hull causing mischief, I was stood on a post at the end of our garden, with one of my dad’s fishing nets trying to catch a bat. Long before this, I had already become something out of a Charles Addams cartoon, and this behaviour was just the icing on the cake. I probably did this on and off for seven years. Suffice to say I never managed to catch one. I don’t know, it was almost as if they had some way of knowing what obstacles were in their way before they even flew near them. I never figured it out, but you might have thought it would behove one of the grown-ups in the room to alert me to bats and their built in ultrasonic pulsing. I remember one night spending the whole evening trying to catch bats and then going indoors and watching Live From Her Majesty’s in which Tommy Cooper collapsed and died on stage. I remember really laughing with my grandad, thinking it was inspired. Such a funny way to end the act. Just dropping down in a heap. Then we heard he’d actually died. I was sad because I liked magic, but I remember thinking at least everyone was laughing. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad way to bow out.

Being so close to the school I was in the luxurious position of being able to leave my house with literal minutes to go before the bell rang and I still wouldn’t be late. This was, of course, great for extra minutes in bed but less good for getting a footing in the school playground with the other children. I did find friends among the quieter ones though. I was a bookish child and actually enjoyed time reading in the school’s little library. It was here that I came across Usborne’s The World of the Unknown: Ghosts for the first time. It was the book that gave me my first insight into many aspects of the supernatural world. I was able to borrow it from the school library and I am sure I renewed it every time I had to take it back. The school had me sussed from day one I think. I was a diligent boy, tried hard but was only really good at English and Art. I think I was interested in History and could get by with what was required in Geography, but the sciences – forget it. Maths, abysmal. I had not a clue. Those lessons felt like drowning. The panic of really wanting to understand but watching in helpless horror as comprehension was left on the shore and I drifted calmly out to sea, with nothing to help me get back. It was simply out of the question to speak out loud the words, ‘Miss, I don’t understand’. And so, in the blink of an eye, I was lost. But, because I was actually very good at some subjects, the teachers almost didn’t register that I was terrible at others.

Being ‘no bother’ went a long way at school. I was a good boy, didn’t mess around and was helpful and polite. It was deeply shocking to me if I was ever told off. The injustice was crippling. One such occasion was after school one day, when I was invited to the birthday party of a boy I was friends with called Nicholas. We used to laugh a lot and shared the same interest in horror. Nicholas lived in the nearby orphanage. He was looked after by a matronly woman they called ‘Aunt Polly’. (It’s already terrifying, isn’t it?) On the day of his party, I went back with him to the orphanage. It was a huge building with lots of municipal signage inside, more like a youth hostel or a police station than a home. It felt like being in a government building. Heavy fire doors and draughty rooms. A few other children were there and we were given party hats and Nicholas opened the first of his presents. I remember it was a toy called Sonic Ear. A 1980s space-age listening device that was supposed to let you hear conversations 100 metres away. It didn’t work, but I think the manufacturers relied on people just pretending it did. I really hadn’t been there any time at all, when the incident happened. Aunt Polly brought out Nicholas’s cake – in my estimation too soon into the proceedings – and lit the candles. She was a formidable lady with a beehive of hair and a no-nonsense attitude. She didn’t seem very friendly, or to like children very much. She was instantly suspicious of me and I didn’t know why. What actually happened next is a bit of a blur, but I think she went to lower the lights and, in doing so, some or maybe even all of the candles on the cake blew out. When she returned and saw the candles guttering, she furiously turned to me and shouted what a wicked boy I was to blow out Nicholas’s candles and promptly sent me home! I didn’t protest. I was mute with fear. It was shocking to me to have such fury vented in my direction. I just left in silence, after trying in great embarrassment to find my little coat from among a pile of other little coats. I walked home, eyes stinging with tears. My mum was surprised to see me home so early and I just brushed it off, saying I had decided to leave. I think this was the most upsetting part – pretending to my mum that I had wanted to come home, and not that I had been monstrously sent packing! The next day I don’t think I even mentioned it to Nicholas. He didn’t bring it up either. I actually think (and this may just be me) that he also thought I had blown out the candles on his cake and Aunt Polly had been correct to send me home. So, in case you’re reading this, Nicholas, for the record: it wasn’t me.

This little story seems harsh, but there was a greater moment of humiliation to come. When I first started the school, the headmaster was Mr Mandicate. He was a tall stick insect of a man, with a ludicrous combover. The hair was overgrown and carefully lined in rows across his head like black rope on a pink gymnasium floor. To this day, I have a memory of him in the school playground, inspecting the classes at the end of a playtime, and on his way back to his office the wind catching his long wisps of hair and it actually getting tangled in the branches of a nearby tree. I swear this happened, as the whole school watched on, lined up waiting to go in. Everyone marvelling as his secretary tried to reach up on tiptoes and untangle him from the branches. Mr Mandicate eventually left the school – perhaps because of this incident, I can’t be sure – and was replaced by Mrs Barker-Ball. She made Aunt Polly seem like Mary Poppins. She was terrifying. Thin as a rake, with hair set in a huge ball around her head, from a distance in her black trouser suit she looked like a microphone. She was very strict and had all the makings of a Roald Dahl character come to life. I remember a horrible school assembly one Christmas time when Mrs Barker-Ball breezed in and made the grave announcement to the school that it had come to her attention that someone had been ‘sprinkling pins into the Christmas cake mix’ and no one could now eat their school-made Christmas treats. I don’t know why but I found the phrase ‘sprinkling pins’ hysterically funny and really had to stifle bursting out loud laughing. I also wondered how it had been ‘brought to her attention’. A note slipped under her door? Was it like the famous letters written by Jack the Ripper and sent to the evening papers? ‘Dear Boss, I’ve sprinkled pins in the Christmas cakes – ha ha, it was nise.’ I hoped when I first set eyes on the fearsome Mrs Barker-Ball that our paths would never cross. I was sorely mistaken.

One of the curiosities of the school was that at playtimes someone from the older part of the school had to guard the gates leading out onto the road, presumably because they had lost the key (or enjoyed the possibility of tiny children becoming imperilled every break time). The worry being that the ‘little ones’ from the adjoining infant school might, like wandering ducklings, find their way out of the gate and onto the road. One day I was chosen to be the guardian of the gate. I didn’t mind. I was happy to do it. I don’t remember it being a hardship anyway. The bell for playtime rang out and all the classes from the school began spilling into the playground. I took my position as sentry at the grey gate. My little brother had joined the school that year and was in the youngest class. I remember seeing him looking very isolated in the middle of the concrete yard. He didn’t know anyone but me and this day I was the gate monitor and he was all alone. He cut a sad figure. I remember looking across at the little junior school children in their class, eating their lunches, and then looking at the gate, which was closed and heavy (but not locked). Looking across at my lonely little brother wandering lost in the playground with no one to play with, I made the judgement call that this idea that the juniors would get out if the gate was unattended was more of a hypothetical concern and wouldn’t, couldn’t, actually happen in real life. The gate was so heavy. So I decided to leave my post and go and play with my brother. The junior children would be fine. They wouldn’t leave the school, they were too small to even open the gate.

It would be fine.

The lunch break came to an end. The whistle for everyone to line up in their form classes was blown, and everyone scurried into their groups. Then I saw her. Mrs Barker-Ball tearing across the concrete playground, screaming out a name. She was trying to find someone. Someone who must have done something very bad. I’d never seen someone so cross. But it was more than cross, she was shaken. This was a person distraught and that was the upsetting part of it. It took a moment to register what was going on. I remember thinking for a split second, Imagine being on the receiving end of whatever has gone on there. Then I realised she was screaming my name. ‘Reeson Shearsmith? Where are you?? Reeson Wayne Shearsmith???’ I put my hand up. I mean, I had to – there was no escape, and she came charging over. Before I knew what was happening, she had grabbed me by the arm and yanked me out of my line-up and was smacking me hard on my backside as the whole school watched on. Again and again. I remember thinking I was going to defecate (but I didn’t think of the word ‘defecate’). My knees buckled and I genuinely thought I would collapse.

‘WHY DID YOU LEAVE THE GATE? SOME OF THE INFANT SCHOOL CHILDREN WERE FOUND SEVERAL STREETS AWAY WANDERING ALONG! THEY COULD HAVE BEEN KILLED! WHAT WERE YOU THINKING?’

I mumbled my explanation that I had seen my brother looking sad, but it no longer seemed to have any logic to it. What was I thinking? The hypothetical horror of the little ones creeping out of the school and onto the road had actually happened. Thankfully no one was hurt. Apart from me. I was put in detention and had to write a hundred lines as punishment. But the greatest humiliation was the entire thing playing out in front of the whole school. I realised I was like Mr Mandicate before me, but without my hair tangled in a tree. I was flushed and humiliated. What was my excuse? Just that I was a sensitive child who saw his brother and felt such a pang of sadness that he looked so lonely, I took a calculated risk.

I actually remember winning Mrs Barker-Ball round eventually. Not that same day of course. But over weeks. I think she moved past this incident (I’m not sure I ever did, hence me writing about it here, hundreds of years later) and I would often read my English creative writing essays to her in her office. My stories became some sort of currency with Mrs Barker-Ball and I would be rewarded with a little Haribo bear from the jar on her desk. There was only really one occasion when I actively tried to join the naughty boys. I think I had been given a taste of how popular you could suddenly be if you did anything anarchic or slightly rebellious. There were a few school bullies that picked on me occasionally and I think for some reason I had made one of them laugh by unexpectedly mimicking one of the teachers. It was a moment of respite from always being on the lookout for a knee in the testicles. (Which I recall happening quite often, but I think actually happened only three times.) So one day I decided to carry this naughty behaviour on into a French lesson with Miss Clamp, our very kindly French form tutor. I was disruptive and not my usual self and the bullies loved it. Miss Clamp raised her eyebrows and walked quietly over to me at my desk. She had seen the reaction from the boys and had grasped immediately and with complete clarity what was going on. She came over to my desk and simply whispered, ‘Don’t do that’, and shook her head rather sadly. ‘Don’t do that.’ She conveyed such disappointment in that moment towards me, I immediately stopped my stupid charade and reverted back to being my true self. I could walk tall again. Or I would, eventually, once I wasn’t doubled up in agony from being kneed extra hard in the balls for turning back into a teacher’s pet.

If I look back objectively, primary school was mostly quite fun. These traumatic events were actually quite few and far between, but they remain huge flags on the horizon of my memory. The dark keeps its place pinned on the map. It doesn’t want you to forget. I suppose I can laugh at these things now, but I recognise that they all add up to something. These tellings off, humiliations and injustices – they don’t come for free. There is a cost and it manifests to a greater or lesser extent in how I am able to reframe the impact of these things. They are brought to bear here – they are some of the founding stones of this morbid museum of me. School, when I was there, however, wasn’t really geared up for a little boy that was dreaming big. I remember one secondary school careers advice meeting, with the deputy head Mr Vickers (a man who looked like a cross between Richard Stilgoe, and Eric Porter in Hands of the Ripper) and whose values also appeared to have been forged in 1888. He stalked around the room, sipping a glass of hot water and failing to comprehend what I was mumbling about. I had dared to suggest acting as a possible career choice and he was looking at me like he needed to alert some medical body with authority to take me away for my own good. ‘But why don’t you want to work in a nice factory?’ he said, with such pity in his voice. But worse than that, such sincerity.

School was its own world, but the holidays were also filled with inciting incidents and formative experiences. A lot of my childhood was spent in the stately homes of England. English Heritage and National Trust properties were the staple of endless summer holiday day trips. From our base camp in Hull, we would travel further and further afield exploring Yorkshire and East Riding. My grandad (my mum’s dad), Harry, would drive us to various places of interest in his Reliant Robin, which was a popular three-wheeler back when three-wheelers were not confined to being wheelbarrows but had engines put in them and were called ‘cars’. (It was in this Reliant Robin that we would eventually be involved in a ludicrous and quite horrific car accident, but I’ll save that for later.) On these day trips I would learn about the gardens created by Capability Brown and explore the grounds of these old houses and walk patiently round the roped-off rooms, peeping into bedrooms and libraries from times gone by. I remember being intrigued when confronted with the odd secret panelled room, or hidden ‘priest holes’ as they were called, that would crop up from time to time. The intrigue of secret rooms and passages and things not being as they seemed delighted me. As I’ve said, I was, from an early age, hugely interested in magic and illusion. Christmas always came with a new magic set (probably Paul Daniels) and the terror of performing a newly learnt trick to very patient family members. I don’t remember whether I was any good. I think it always felt like I was but people were probably being kind. Wide-eyed wonder and enthusiastic clapping followed by politely saying ‘What else did you get?’ (presumably to try to get me to move on from the magic). Positive responses were not a given all of the time, mind. I would sometimes come across a volunteer who simply didn’t follow the unspoken rules. You are of course meant to smile and nod and encourage the child who is laying bare his soul in a clumsy attempt to vanish a little red scarf inside a concealed thumb tip. You are supposed to ignore the fact that you have clearly discovered the method and react only to the effect. That wasn’t always the case. Some family members (naming no names, Uncle Geoff) would delight in making it absolutely clear that they were not fooled. In fact, I was the fool for thinking I had in any way been successful in the endeavour. ‘Where’s your other hand going? What was that you just put in your pocket?’ Very hard to pull off the effect if the participant was not willing to play along.

But. This harsh reality – this scrutiny that took no prisoners and dragged any sloppy technique into a blazing spotlight – did actually help me. It made me better. In fact, it helped me forge something quite sophisticated for a child so young in learning magic. It was the thought that two can play at that game. If you are there to catch me out, and I know you are, then perhaps I can be ahead of you and lay traps that catch you out first. It would become a challenge to consider the trick in hand, to think of how Uncle Geoff would try to work out how it was done, and then to think of the narrative that would send him down some other path. Second-guessing his rug pull and putting in place a decoy rug that I’d orchestrated him to pull instead. All the while hiding the real method some other place that he hadn’t even thought of. This technique would be deployed time and again many years later, when Steve Pemberton and I were writing our anthology series Inside No. 9. The stories we wrote for that often relied on misdirection. Our mantra was always, ‘What do you think you’re watching?’ With Uncle Geoff, however, it boiled down to this: let him keep thinking I’m rubbish and let that be my cover. It is, of course, what Tommy Cooper did in a roundabout way. Making the mess of his performance look out of control and yet, when he wanted to, he could be – hidden under all that comedy and chaos and misdirection – a fine magician. I was not trying to be Tommy Cooper. I just wanted, one time, to perform a trick and know that even through his unimpressed bluster, Uncle Geoff had been fooled.

But back to the day trips to stately homes. The finale was always the gift shops, which beguiled me even as a child. (I told you I was old when I was young.) I remember being drawn to the fake quill pens and wax seals and pots of ink. The idea of having one of these antique pen sets and again delving into a more Gothic world, creating my own scrolls and writing letters in ink, gives you an indication of the kind of child I already was. I remember being excited after one trip, to get home and set to work on reproducing a letter – completed on tea-stained ‘old’ parchment, burnt slightly in the oven. Bound with a black ribbon and wax-sealed, it would be a reproduction of a contract with the Devil. I think I had first seen or read of such a thing in the Rossell Hope Robbins Encyclopedia of Witchcraft and Demonology. I still have this book. In fact, it should probably be made an honorary exhibit in the museum, it holds so much of me in its pages.

It was that book that first alerted me to Matthew Hopkins, the Witchfinder General. This infamous self-appointed witchfinder (or killer of women), Hopkins stalked the villages and hedgerows of East Anglia between 1644 and 1647, putting to ‘trial’ and ultimately death those women he decided were witches. It was in this book that I first saw the famous woodcut of Hopkins, depicting him in his cloak and hat, surrounded by witches calling out to their animal companions or ‘familiars’ with such strange but believably horrid names like ‘Holt’, ‘Sacke and Sugar’ and ‘Vinegar Tom’. These details haunted me, as did the notion of a ‘Pact with the Devil’ and, as an inventive and arty kid, the next step was to create my own real-life artefact.2 A lot of my childhood, when I think about it, was spent staining paper brown and drying it in the oven. The old, antique nature of these things. The notion that a document or item could be infused with a feeling. (Or, at the very least, tea.) An evocation. I was already a curator and on the road to building my collection. I just didn’t know it.

Our trips to the seaside, stately homes, and sometimes drag car racing at Donnington Park, were all at most a couple of hours’ drive. One of the greatest adventures we had though, when I was probably eleven or so, was a trip all the way to that London to visit the famous Madame Tussauds waxwork museum. I was thrilled, as wax effigies were tangential to something peculiar and creepy and I was already a scholar of all things peculiar and creepy. But more than the dummies of the royal family and politicians, I was, of course, most excited to see for myself the grisly and infamous Chamber of Horrors. When we got to London, I remember being petrified by just how wide the pavements seemed. It felt like a very different place. I let myself occasionally feel absolutely petrified by daring to think the unthinkable: what if I got lost here? What on earth would I do? It was an incredibly terrifying thought and I held all the more tightly to my mum’s hand. Tussauds itself had plenty to intrigue me. I was completely fascinated by those wax figures, hidden among the actual exhibits, that looked like tourists and visitors to the building. It was a fun trick played on us, and I loved it. That playing with expectation. The famous figures preserved in wax, standing behind red rope were not the only ones to look out for. We had our own representatives. They stood on the other side of the displays. Hiding in plain sight. It was something that really stayed with me.

I remember being very excited to see the imposing figure of Alfred Hitchcock standing in what appeared to be a gazebo or garden room and my mind running to the phrase ‘the Master of Suspense’. I think I knew he made scary films, but I’m not sure I’d seen any. I just knew, from that phrase alone, that I liked him. Then across the way, sitting at a garden table, there was the depiction of a sweet old lady surrounded by flowers, having a cup of tea perched on an ornate saucer. (The teacup, not the old lady.) She looks so innocent, I thought, how is she capable of all those gruesome stories? It was, of course, Agatha Christie. I knew she was famous for writing very clever murder mysteries and I remember I wanted my mum to take photos of both of these notable storytellers. I think I was already trying to write my own mini locked room conundrums so Christie was definitely on my radar. Indeed, one of my favourite board games as a child, aside from the magnificent Ghost Train by Denys Fisher, was Cluedo from Waddingtons. It was something else to see lifelike recreations of these important exponents, people whose work already meant a great deal to me. It felt like I had met them. And that was thrilling.

Eventually, after a slog round the sports personalities and as a reward for taking in all the Kings and Queens of England, we finally left the bright lights of the main room in Tussauds and made our way down into the dungeon to visit the Chamber of Horrors. I remember being so excited as the atmosphere turned into something more foreboding, the walls became dank and the chains began to clang. Here were the murderers and the torture devices and the rats and the horror. I think I was too young to appreciate some of the more gruesome entries: the dark depiction of a Victorian street with one of Jack the Ripper’s victims strewn on the pavement, blood oozing between the cobbles; the sound of a policeman’s whistle ringing out through the dark September night of 1888. I was, however, taken with the sight of John George Haigh – the acid bath murderer – standing there, all dapper in the suit and shoes he wore at his trial, subsequently bequeathed to his own wax effigy now standing in the museum. I stared in horror at the reproduction of the electric chair, complete with convicted murderer Bruno Hauptmann strapped into it, paying the ultimate price for his part in the kidnapping and murder of Charles Lindbergh’s infant son. I was fascinated at how close I was to these real – or seemingly real – things. It seemed impossible to me. I was just a boy going back home to Hull later that night, but I’d set eyes on the guillotine blade that cut off Marie Antoinette’s head! It was a thrilling adventure and these tantalising insights into these dark recesses only fuelled my interest to learn and seek out more. My experience of the Chamber of Horrors, and the existence of a place designed specifically to house terror, certainly helped forge the creation of this museum. My very own shrine to the disturbing and strange.

The arts and crafts nature of my interests and hobbies as a child directly fused with my growing interest in horror and the supernatural. Influences and short-lived obsessions were also often created in cardboard and clay. I remember a very detailed project that I took up one dark Christmas holiday with a fervour that I can only marvel at now. I had always enjoyed the stories of Edgar Allan Poe. In fact, his Tales of Mystery and Imagination, handsomely bound in green leather and embossed with gold lettering, and a bound copy of all the stories of Sherlock Holmes by Conan Doyle, were two of my most prized possessions. (I have them to this day and they smell of my childhood – to read from them is a form of time travel back to the days when they were new possessions.) I had read ‘The Tell-Tale Heart’, his short study in guilt and madness. In it, the narrator has killed an old man whose one milky-white eye drove him to murder. He places the body under his floorboards. His guilt is tested when the police pay him a surprise visit and torment him by standing on the very boards below which lies the evidence of his horrific crime. The beating sound of a heart gets louder and louder until the murderer can bear it no longer and, in a fit of madness, he confesses to the crime, tearing up the floorboards and revealing the old man’s corpse. The tell-tale heart thumping away was his own, of course, and the old man is very much still dead. It is a grisly, powerful little story. Wrapped within it were many of the themes that I had grown to love as a child. Murder, horror, madness and gore.

So, naturally, I decided I wanted to create a little model of the living room depicted in ‘The Tell-Tale Heart’. I fashioned the living room of the house out of a cut-up Weetabix box. The fun came in creating the movable pieces of floorboard that would reveal a crawl space underneath and, laying there, the old man’s body, complete with glistening white eye, staring out of his grinning skull-like death’s head. This I sculpted from clay or probably plasticine (maybe a bit of both). I placed the body under the floorboards and covered him over. I made curtains and hanging wall lamps, completing the scene as though it was a little piece of theatre. A ghoulish endeavour, but lovingly done and from a noble literary source. My mum and dad still remember how I seemingly spent more time (and got more joy) creating my own things from cardboard and glue and bits of spare cloth, than playing with any of the expensive presents they had spent a fortune on buying me for Christmas. ‘We should have just got him a load of cardboard boxes from ASDA.’ They would have been right. I embarked on these projects with such enthusiasm because I loved the idea of the completed project. I could see the finished product in my mind and I just needed to match reality to the end goal. These passion projects – and there were countless different ones – illustrate something about the formation of this idea of the museum. Interests and knowledge were one thing, and the hobbies were something else again, but I began to combine the two. Making exhibits of the things I had read, breathing life into my passions and dragging them
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Dear Reader,

We’d love your attention for one more page to tell you about the crisis in children’s reading, and what we can all do.

Studies have shown that reading for fun is the single biggest predictor of a child’s future life chances – more than family circumstance, parents’ educational background or income. It improves academic results, mental health, wealth, communication skills, ambition and happiness.1

The number of children reading for fun is in rapid decline. Young people have a lot of competition for their time. In 2024, 1 in 10 children and young people in the UK aged 5 to 18 did not own a single book at home.2

Hachette works extensively with schools, libraries and literacy charities, but here are some ways we can all raise more readers:


• Reading to  children for just 10 minutes a day makes a difference

• Don’t give up if children aren’t regular readers – there will be books for them!

• Visit bookshops and libraries to get recommendations

• Encourage them to listen to audiobooks

• Support school libraries

• Give books as gifts



There’s a lot more information about how to encourage children to read on our website: www.RaisingReaders.co.uk

Thank you for reading.

[image: Hachette UK logo]



1 OECD, ‘21st-Century Readers: Developing Literacy Skills in a Digital World’, 2021, https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/21st-century-readers_a83d84cb-en.html

2 National Literacy Trust, ‘Book Ownership in 2024’, November 2024, https://literacytrust.org.uk/research-services/research-reports/book-ownership-in-2024
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