
[image: cover]


[image: brand]


Roger Clarke


                 

            

A Natural History of Ghosts

500 Years of Hunting for Proof



                
                    [image: Penguin logo]
                

            

            
                
                    [image: Penguin logo]
                

            



Contents

List of Illustrations

My Haunted Houses

A Taxonomy of Ghosts

The Visible Couch: A Brief History of Ghost-Hunting

The House That was Haunted to Death

A Kind of America

The Devil of Mâcon

Entering the Epworth Scale

The Ghost of Mrs Veal

The Ritual of the Ghost Story

Miss Fanny’s New Theatre

Bloodletting and the Brain Mirror

On the Vulgarity of Ghosts

The Thrilling of the Tables

Angels in the Skies and Demons in the Deep

The Brown Lady of Raynham Hall

Murder at the Parsonage

The King of Terrors and Other Tales of Technology

Most Haunted

A Chronology

Notes

Further Reading

Picture Credits

Acknowledgements



PENGUIN BOOKS

A NATURAL HISTORY OF GHOSTS

‘Splendid … a compelling read … Clarke manages to give goose-flesh and a giggle while informing the reader – an enviable feat’ Scotland on Sunday

‘A timely and comprehensive survey … ambitious’ Daily Mail, Book of the Week

‘Compelling … Clarke is careful to be sceptical, yet retains a boyish and well-informed enthusiasm for his subject’ Independent

‘A gripping history that traces the scientific and social aspects of ghostly sightings’ Daily Telegraph

‘Maps a shadowy parallel universe of human terror, recounting numerous spectral sightings across the centuries … From Anne Boleyn’s oft-sighted, restless, headless ghost and the Enfield poltergeist of 1977 to the Victorian séance industry and the growth of understanding surrounding the human brain, Clarke deliciously explores the theory of the paranormal researcher Hans Holzer: “Ghosts are people, or parts of people anyway”’ Metro

‘A serious-minded look at hauntings and apparitions’ Sunday Telegraph

‘An intriguing, shivers-down-the-spine book’ The Lady

‘Outstanding … Those of us who have spent years fascinated by the fiction of the supernatural – devouring books and films on an endless loop – will be in love with Clarke’s book from the very first page … The book is by no means a simple chronology of hauntings. While important events are dealt with in detail, the reader is treated to a wonderful array of incidental tales and observations in the passing, often through Clark’s occasionally very witty end Notes … The book is deeply enjoyable, hugely informative and at times distinctly unsettling’ Shade Point

‘A fascinating social history … exceptionally well written and researched’ Starburst Magazine
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My Haunted Houses


O death, rock me asleep,

Bring on my quiet rest

Let pass my weery guiltless ghost

Out of my careful breast.



– said to have been written by Anne Boleyn,                  
in the Tower of London before her execution                  

There was a dead woman at the end of the passageway. I never saw her, but I knew she was there. The passage was at the top of the stairs, leading to the left, to the spare bedroom and my parents’ room. The end was always in shadow. Even at the height of summer I greatly disliked it. Returning from the village school in the mid-afternoon, I was alone in the house. Every day I delayed the rise up the stairs until it became a mad dash to my bedroom, eyes clenched shut, hands cold.

We lived in a seventeenth-century former rectory, a thatched cottage with roses rambling up its west side and garden walls of great antiquity. It was the 1960s, and on the Isle of Wight it was still an England Thomas Hardy would have recognized. It was immemorially rural. The village school had a holiday for the annual agricultural show. Many of the children had parents working on farms.

At school, the dinner lady used to tell us stories. I absorbed a certain amount of them – there was the ghost of a Roman centurion in a wood on the approach to Bembridge, and a spectral horseman who foundered in the marshes near Wolverton, a place cut through by a clean-running stream where we would go on nature walks.

I began to devour books on the subject. Among the most intriguing things I learnt, as it was repeated many times over, was that there were more ghosts per square mile in England than in any other country in the world. But why should this be the case?

My mother, noticing my growing fascination with the subject, mentioned that she had seen a ghost at the end of that passage at the top of the stairs. A friend, visiting, had seen her too. The ghost had entered the spare room while she was lying in bed. At breakfast, the question was asked: ‘Who is she?’ Whoever she was, her energies seemed to dissipate when alterations to the house were made.

Still, she hung in my mind.

When I was fifteen, we moved to an even older building, a manor house that had once belonged to a Norman Abbey; it too was haunted. The last pagan king of the Isle of Wight1 was buried in the woods on the hill nearby. By the pond, an old yew tree had grown against a millstone, like a finger swelling round a wedding ring. There was decayed panelling in one room. Smugglers’ marks in the form of sailing ships were carved in the chalk of the medieval dovecote.

You could hear the ghosts – a man and a woman – talking inside the house sometimes; it was as if someone had put the radio on. The dogs growled at a particular spot in the kitchen. There were ghosts outside too. My father’s horse shied at the chalk pit a few hundred yards away, in the lea of Shalcombe Down. A flying boat had crashed there in 1957, on the way to Majorca, full of honeymooning couples. Forty-five people died. Horses still don’t like the chalk pit, I’m told. At the top, near the line of fir trees, lies a scree of twisted metal under the forest grass.

The spare bedroom wasn’t a good place to sleep. Bodies from the wreckage had been brought up via the stone steps outside, and for a day or so it served as a temporary morgue.

I thought about ghosts and ghost-hunting all the time. There were lots of books about people seeing ghosts, but almost nothing about what ghosts might be. Some ghosts seemed aware of the living, and others did not. I began to correspond with the people whose books I read with such passion.

One was the ghost-hunter Andrew Green. He believed that ghosts were either caused in the brain by electrical fields or were electrical fields. A humanist, he was noted for his good-hearted scepticism, and became the literary archetype of the doubting boffin assailed by genuine ghosts in which he does not believe. I also corresponded with Peter Underwood, author of dozens of books on ghosts, who ended up quoting some of my theories in his autobiography, No Common Task (1983). I found myself as a teenager in the acknowledgements of books by both Green and Underwood, then the two best-known ghost-hunters in England. I became the youngest member of the Society for Psychical Research when I was fourteen, proposed by Andrew Green.

I still hadn’t actually seen a ghost, though. It was becoming tiresome.

Between 1980 and 1989 I visited four places said to be haunted: the Tower of London, Knighton Gorges on the Isle of Wight, Sawston Hall in Cambridgeshire and Bettiscombe House in Dorset, famous for its screaming skull.

The Tower of London is and was a death zone. It reeks of death, at night. The severed head of a mythical king2 rests beneath it. The original White Tower, built with forced labour in 1077, was an edifice of malice intended to intimidate the population of London. For a large part of its history, the Tower of London was a royal residence; then it became a prison, particularly for those convicted of treason, with graded cells, from Anne Boleyn’s quarters to a notorious cell called Little Ease, where you could not stand and you could not lie down. In medieval times, a husband-and-wife blacksmith team lived there; he made the torture instruments and she the shackles and manacles.

By day, it’s a kitsch tourist venue of great popularity; by night, a high-security establishment guarded by members of the regular British Army. Ghost sightings are common among the small community living there. In 1957, a young Welsh guardsman named Johns saw a shapeless form on the Salt Tower at 3 a.m. which slowly bloomed out of the cold damp air with the face of a young woman. An officer from his regiment later commented, ‘Guardsman Johns is convinced he saw a ghost. Speaking for the Regiment, our attitude is “All right, so you say you saw a ghost – let’s leave it at that.” ’

There is only one book written on the Tower of London ghosts, and that book was written by a Yeoman Warder named George Abbott. Abbott spent thirty-five years in the RAF as an NCO before donning the Tudor ‘undress’ uniform of the warders in 1974. He wrote four books on different aspects of the Tower, the best known of which is on torture instruments, and after he retired he was occasionally to be seen sporting a resplendently long warderine beard and dropping chilling, dry facts into documentaries about torture.

One autumn evening in 1980, aged sixteen, I found myself at the Middle Tower just as the last of the hundreds of daily visitors had left and the gates were closing. George Abbott was waiting for me there, and we went in. It was dark. The Tower had a kind of airy vastness about it I hadn’t expected. Without tourists, it hovered in time. Near the Bell Tower, we were challenged by a sentry to identify ourselves before entering through the heavy bolted door of the Bloody Tower. We were in a version of darkness, with no light bar that from the white phosphorescent security lights on Tower Green, which cast a magic-lantern show of trees moving in the wind against the old walls. Abbott pointed to a darkened corner where the little Plantagenet princes had lain, perhaps, before their assassins entered from the battlements. I kept looking at the door. It seemed about to open, all the time. So much of the ghost story is the anticipation.

I had the same feeling of anticipation when we were outside on one of the walkways, and Abbott showed me the spot near the Martin Tower where the ghost of a bear once rose from behind the door of the Jewel Room to confront a sentry. I gazed at it, half expecting the show to start. But nothing happened. The wind was in the trees and the pitiless lights continued, much like the floodlights of a ‘killing field’ sports arena, the neat grass covering a bed of mass murder. In the chapel of St Peter ad Vincula, a technician was tuning the organ. It gasped a succession of unruly notes, and the effect was one of gathering gothic intensity.

In the crypt, Abbott showed me a tomb the size of a minibus built into the side of an entire wall. Most prisoners from the Tower were taken outside to be executed, but that still left a great many disappearances unexplained. The silhouette of Abbott’s beard fell against the polished stone, like the image of Ivan the Terrible in the Eisenstein movie. ‘Every time someone planted a rose bush the police had to be called,’ he told me. ‘There were always human remains. So a while ago we decided to excavate a large area and have done with it, and the ton or so of bones they found were all gathered together here and given a Christian burial.’

Anne Boleyn, after her execution only yards away, was buried under the altar of this chapel. In 1882, a book was published by someone under the pen-name ‘Spectre Stricken’ which included a story of another soldier seeing lights burning in the chapel of St Peter. Rather than going in (he’d obviously heard the stories), he found a stepladder and climbed it to look down into the chapel, which he found illuminated by some kind of spectral radiance: ‘Slowly down the aisle moved a stately procession of Knights and Ladies, attired in ancient costumes; and in front walked an elegant female whose face was averted from him, but whose figure greatly resembled the one he had seen in reputed portraits of Anne Boleyn. After having repeatedly paced the chapel, the entire procession together with the light disappeared.’

In another incident, in 1864, a sentry challenged a white shape walking towards him, which was also seen by two people looking on from the Bloody Tower – luckily for him, since the sentry was court-martialled, on the charge of having been asleep on the job. As he lunged at the shape with his bayonet, he received a shock that knocked him senseless. Other sentries have been spooked by headless women outside the Bloody Tower, and by a nameless thing following them up and down their beat from the Sally Portal entrance from the River Thames. In 1978, two were bombarded with stones from battlements which were sealed and impossible to access.

One Saturday night in October 1817, there was a dinner party held in the Martin Tower by the Keeper of the Regalia, Mr Edmund Lenthal Swifte, whose saturnine portrait by John Opie can be seen on the Tate Britain website. A Tower functionary, promoted by the Duke of Wellington, he was a former Irish barrister and a published minor poet who married four times and had twenty-eight children. He was also fascinated by ghosts.

That night, at what he fancifully called ‘the witching hour’, the three doors to the room were firmly closed and the curtains drawn as the keeper sat down in the company of his wife, sister-in-law and seven-year-old son. The room, its walls nearly nine feet deep, was said to have been the prison cell of Anne Boleyn. The fireplace projected far into the room, and an oil painting hung over it.

Swifte sat with his back to the fire and, as he raised a glass of wine to his lips, his wife cried out, ‘Good God – what is that?’ Hanging above the oblong table was what he described as a translucent cylinder about three inches in diameter, and within it a bluish and a white colour commingled in constant flux. It moved behind his wife and she shrank away from it, exclaiming, ‘Oh Christ! It has seized me!’ Swifte, shocked into action, jumped up and hurled his chair towards it just as it crossed the upper end of the table and vanished into the recess of a window. He dashed out of the room and summoned the servants. ‘Even now when writing I feel the fresh horror of that moment,’ he wrote later. ‘The marvel of it all is enhanced by the fact that neither my sister-in-law nor my son beheld this appearance.’3

The Tower was a focus of death and torture for a thousand years, and it is perhaps unsurprising that its fabric has drunk this in. At one point in the reign of Edward I, for example, six hundred Jews were crowded together in various dungeons, even in the menagerie. Some of the Tower’s ghosts are more subtle – a baby crying; a hand on the shoulder while sitting in a bath; the smell of incense and horse sweat coming from nowhere; the sound of a monk’s sandals slapping against a carpeted floor as he walks across it – but the rest make up a tableau of blood. As recently as the 1970s, screams were heard, emanating, it is suggested, from the ghost of Elizabeth Pole, Countess of Salisbury, who ran around the scaffold on Tower Green pursued by the headsman, who eventually hacked her to the ground.

Another haunted house was closer to home. At about the same time I was corresponding with George Abbott, I became very preoccupied with a site a few miles away from my home. I rode over the hills on my red Suzuki motorcycle and, in minutes, there I was at the derelict gateposts of Knighton Gorges. This house wasn’t just haunted, it was the ghost: an ancient manorial building that had been demolished in the early nineteenth century in an act of spite.

This was the story I grew up with. Originally, the house, a Saxon hunting lodge used by Earl Godwin before the Norman Conquest, had a mossy tiled roof made from thick slabs of Bembridge limestone. It was shrouded in ivy. A tower stood at its north-east corner which contained a haunted room known as the ‘Room of Tears’. It was here, in the fourteenth century, that a nobleman from a neighbouring house had died of his wounds after battling the French incursions which made the Isle of Wight almost uninhabitable during that period.
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1. An early nineteenth-century sketch of Knighton Gorges, showing ‘The Room of Tears’, the largest rectangle in the upper part of the tower.



I loved that story, but it turned out to be not remotely true. Knighton certainly had a history: it was originally owned by one of the knights who killed St Thomas Becket – Hugh de Morville, a Templar, Crusader and ex-communicant who is buried at the Al-Aqsa mosque in Jerusalem. The estate descended to the Dillingtons. They renovated it, and built the rusticated gateposts topped with their heraldic lion crest, before Knighton fell into the hands of youthful rake George Maurice Bisset in the 1780s.

Bisset became even more notorious when he ran off with the wife of the governor of the Isle of Wight. Legend has it that when his daughter married against his wishes, he vowed that she would never set foot in the house again, and made sure of this by removing the house altogether. In 1821, syphilitic, mercury-poisoned and deranged, he had his bed removed to a gardener’s cottage and called in the dilapidators, watching with satisfaction as they knocked the house down.

It’s another good story, but in reality the house burned down between 1815 and 1816. It may well have received severe structural damage when a huge landslip caused an earthquake on the south coast of the island a few years earlier. It was not rebuilt. After its destruction, Bisset moved first to Shepton Mallet and then on to the Bisset family seat near Huntly, Aberdeenshire, which he had lately inherited. He was buried in the family vault in Lessendrum, and his daughters were never disinherited.

Many aspects of what most people accept as the classic story were first described by Ethel C. Hargrove, author of two guidebooks to the Isle of Wight. Ethel had two experiences at Knighton Gorges – one on New Year’s Eve 1913–14, when she heard at midnight ‘a marvellous aural manifestation of a lady singing soprano … lastly came some very dainty and refined minuet airs’.

Two years later, she held the same New Year vigil, settling again at the old gates and waiting to see what would happen, with a friend who claimed to be able to see a ‘square white house with ivy covering the lower part’, and guests arriving, and a man in eighteenth-century dress leading a toast to the new year. Music seems quite a theme for the apparition, along with the sounds of dogs barking and carriage wheels. As it happened, the original house was never a white Georgian affair; furthermore, the main room, where any party would have been held, was on the first floor, not the ground, and there were no bay windows, as described. Whatever her companion saw that evening, it certainly wasn’t the house seen in popular prints.

Two local vicars gave the story some more pep. Francis Bamford, who was an enthusiastic antiquarian, was one, paving the way for a later vicar of Gatcombe, James Evans, with a similar time-slip story concerning one Lucy Lightfoot, who fell in love with the effigy on a crusader tomb at Gatcombe Church and, during a fearsome electrical storm, managed somehow to slip back in time to be with him. The real wooden effigy on which he based his story almost certainly comes from descriptions of the demolished medieval chantry at Knighton. The other storytelling man of the cloth was one R. G. Davies, in a paper published by the Hampshire Field Club which mentions the Room of Tears, and the tradition of phantom music.4

The details of the 1916 Knighton ghost sighting echo a famous ghostly experience written up by two Edwardian academics, Charlotte Anne Moberly (1846–1937) and Eleanor Jourdain (1863–1924), and called An Adventure, published only five years earlier. They believed they had slipped back to the time of Marie Antoinette, and gave an account of an experience at Versailles where they interacted with characters and vanished buildings. (More on this in the next chapter). The widely believed story of the Angels of Mons, in which archers from the 1415 Battle of Agincourt appeared to help the beleaguered British Army in 1914, was another kind of time-slip. The mid-war timing of the Knighton experience is also significant; as we shall see in later chapters, wartime does seem to increase a tendency towards belief in ghosts, and especially at this point in the First World War.

The story of Knighton stretched back further than 1916, however, to another writer, Constance MacEwen. MacEwen’s main claim to fame was being mocked in print by Oscar Wilde for her proto-feminist riposte to Jerome K. Jerome, Three Women in One Boat, the story of a Thames sculling adventure featuring three ladies and their cat, Tintoretto. In 1892, she published a sickly historical romance entitled A Cavalier’s Ladye, which purported to be a diary of an eighteenth-century individual whom she called Judith Dionysia Dyllington.

Her inspiration certainly seems to have come from the Isle of Wight. She dedicated the book to the attorney-general, who was also the local MP, Sir Richard Webster, and a day or so wandering the back lanes of the countryside near his newly built house in Luccombe may have taken her to Newchurch, to learn of the local folklore about a vanished house and its ghostly reputation, and to visit the Dillington tombs. She has a foreword entitled ‘Facts’ which includes details of large skeletons having been dug up in the garden of Knighton, stories of music heard, and that once a priest had come from the nearby town of Brading to exorcize the house. This was almost certainly a folk memory of the Brading cleric Legh Richmond, who wrote of his visit in The Dairyman’s Daughter. It would have been handed down in the neighbourhood over the years and become garbled as it went from household to household and generation to generation. In later chapters, we will see this localized oral tradition at work again and again.

Knighton Gorges remains one of the few genuinely folkloric stories still active in England. Every New Year’s Eve, people turn up, hoping to see the house appear. In this overgrown and abandoned spot, partly because there is so little of the modern world to intrude, there is still the room to imagine. Never mind that the house was never once recorded as haunted when standing.

For the people who turn up, this is a place where the veil between worlds is thin. The most often reported phenomenon is electrical cut-outs in cars beside the gates, followed by people hearing music and horses and seeing the heraldic lions restored to their place on the gateposts.

Much to my disappointment, I witnessed nothing at Knighton, though I repeatedly tried to offer myself up for the experience, arriving at all hours of the day and night, and in all weathers.

The year before I went to university, I finally went on a formal ghost hunt. When I was eleven years old, my father had given me a book called Folklore, Myths and Legends of Britain, and it almost never left my hands. I copied out the stories in longhand and in art classes would copy the etchings, wood and lino cuts commissioned as illustrations. One of the most fascinating images in it, among its wonders, was a photograph of an Elizabethan four-poster bed, with tapestries hung behind it in a gloomy and atmospheric panelled room. The caption claimed that this was the most haunted bedroom in England. I decided that, one day, I would sleep in it. Just a month shy of my nineteenth birthday, I wrote to the owner of Sawston Hall in Cambridgeshire. I went there one raw January evening, slept on the bed, and was, I suppose, haunted.
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2. The haunted bedroom at Sawston Hall – this is the picture I was obsessed with, aged eleven. Eight years later I slept there.



I didn’t go alone. I contacted the Society for Psychical Research and they put me in touch with a Cambridge SPR member, Tony Cornell, a leading figure in the world of the paranormal with a special interest in poltergeists. Cornell brought a small group of Cambridge graduates with him, and that night we all camped out in the house – which was, apart from the famous bed, largely stripped of furniture in anticipation of its new life as a language school.

Sawston had been burned to the ground by Protestant forces in 1553 during the brief reign of Lady Jane Grey. They had been in pursuit of Henry VIII’s Catholic daughter Mary, who had stayed there on the way to Suffolk; the house was set on fire as a punishment on the Catholic Huddlestones who had harboured her. It was rebuilt with funds from Queen Mary herself. The picture I had seen – and the bed that was still here, despite the Huddlestones having sold up, after four hundred years – was her bed. Unlike the Great Bed of Ware, it was not the bed itself that was haunted;5 rather, it created a kind of focal point for the whole drama.

When I arrived, late that winter afternoon, a freezing damp was rising off the Cambridgeshire Fens: weather for ghosts, and the season for it too. Harry Price, Britain’s most famous ghost-hunter, was of the opinion that there are more hauntings in January than at the more traditional times of Christmas and December.

Tony Cornell followed standard practice in securing the house; pranks are not uncommon out in the field when local youths get wind of a ghost hunt. All outside doors were reported locked and bolted. The house was searched and everyone accounted for. A log fire was lit in the sitting room in the vast Tudor fireplace. There was an unexpected kind of seriousness about it all, quite different from the vaudeville of contemporary televised ghost hunts. We were entering into communion with the dead.

The house felt steeped in theology, a flashpoint of Catholic ghost-belief versus Protestant scepticism. Its many priest holes had secured persecuted priests during the Protestant purges of Queen Elizabeth I; the Catholic priests would have believed in ghosts, and the Protestants who hunted them would not. By vanishing into the wainscots, these clerics were, in a sense, well on the way to becoming ghosts.

We wandered around all night, sometimes together, sometimes alone. I don’t remember much about the other people there. In the Long Gallery, I set down a piece of quartz I had with me, on the instructions of a medium I had met on the Isle of Wight. In somewhat hushed tones, I invited the spirits of the hall to communicate with her using it. As I spoke, I felt very foolish, but somehow it felt like the elasticity of the air changed.

I slept fitfully, not getting into the bed but lying on top of the covers, watching the bar of light beneath the door, which was known to open and close on its own. Ghosts display a particular interest in doors and windows; for what reason, nobody knows. Once, I thought I heard the sound of a child’s ball bouncing.

In the early hours of the morning, everyone came into the bedroom, and we all lay down there in sleeping bags. Its ancient central heating stood no chance against the damp chill. At first, all was calm, but at about 4 a.m. I woke up, hearing knocks – gentle taps, in orderly clusters. I turned on a tape-recorder and fell back asleep. The knocks continued, but we all slept. Among the rustle and coughs of the sleepers, other, stranger sounds later emerged when the tape was played back: not least, three notes played on a woodwind instrument.

We all parted that morning, and I never saw any of the others again. A few days later, returning home to the Isle of Wight, I took the piece of quartz to the medium, a woman in late middle age who lived in a brick house on the sunny Undercliff in Ventnor. She had already written several books on her ghostly experiences. When I had met her before she reported how a spirit had sprinkled eau de violette on her clothes, an aroma which succumbed instantly to decomposition, reeking of rotten vegetation within minutes. The clothes had had to be burned. After clutching the quartz for a few moments, she handed it back. It felt unusually warm, almost hot, like a cupcake from the oven; certainly much hotter than it would be from body heat alone. It seemed to crackle with energy. She took up a pen and began some rapid automatic writing.

I remember the cod-historical speech she wrote down – ‘Fie, sir, unhand me!’ – and the story of a maid made pregnant and then murdered by a son of the house.

In a phone call, Tony Cornell told me that the taped noises demonstrated the sonic inversions, or ramp function, observed in some poltergeist cases – the sound wave was backwards when analysed, something impossible in nature. In the 1980s, this was cutting-edge parapsychology. But I never got to hear the recording. The subject of a paper in an edition of the quarterly SPR Journal of 1984, the tape is now reported to be lost.

Time passed. I began to feel a little embarrassed about my obsession and, slowly, other enthusiasms took the place of ghosts. But one Christmas – 1989 – I stayed in a house with some friends which turned out to be another one I’d read about as a child – Bettiscombe House in Dorset. It had recently been sold off by the Pinney family, who had lived in it for centuries. Almost the first thing I did when I arrived that December afternoon was to go up to the attic, where Bettiscombe’s ‘screaming skull’ had been placed in a brown cardboard box with a Bible resting on its lid. It was said to be the head of an African, who as a slave had vowed that his spirit would not rest until his body was buried in his native country. Yet somehow the story was that screams issued from all over the house, and poltergeist activity broke out whenever the skull was physically removed from the dwelling.

After a day or so, I fell sick with flu, and one afternoon went to bed. At about four o’clock my friends came up to see me. Why was I making all that noise? They looked round the room. It sounded as if I had been moving heavy furniture – but I had been in bed all the time.

That evening, I slept in the master bedroom, where the house’s new owner had seen the figures of a woman and a little girl. The whole night, I had a sense of people coming and going, a busy atmosphere. The next morning, I found out that a composer friend, Matteo, had been kept awake by dreadful crashes all night, as if, he said, someone had been trying to jemmy out a fireplace. Again I had heard nothing.
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3. The screaming skull of Bettiscombe House.



And so to the here and now, and why I wrote this book.

Most ghosts are seen once and never again. Most instances of sightings are never written down or recorded. I found that there were very few genuine ghost stories with a beginning, middle and end; however, in this book, I have focussed on those that function as narratives. Often, I found I was more interested in the people being haunted than in the ghosts. It seems we have this idea that, whatever ghosts are, they seem to be trying to frighten us. We all respond very differently to fear. Maybe they aren’t trying to frighten us at all. Maybe, as in the film The Others, they are simply locked in a world of their own making and we are shadows to them, and the encounters between us are the product of infinitely elaborate confusions.

The subject of ghosts has been degraded by the poorly informed and seekers of raw sensation. The discourse has not moved on since the eighteenth century, and most people still think, if they believe in ghosts, that to be haunted is to have an encounter with the actively dead.

But things have started to change. The chemistry of the brain is slowly being unlocked. And after ignoring the paranormal for decades, academia has found a new interest in ghost-belief and folklore, taking up where it left off one hundred and fifty years ago. The discourse is now being renewed. In this book I’ve included much recent academic work, including material on the flashmobs of Victorian London and the recent archive-led discoveries on the Drummer of Tedworth and the Ghost of Mrs Veal.

Discussion has drifted away – thank goodness – from efforts to prove or disprove the existence of ghosts. That idea belongs to 1880s London. In a basic sense, ghosts exist because people constantly report that they see them. This is not a book about whether ghosts exist or not. This is a book about what we see when we see a ghost, and the stories that we tell each other about them.


A Taxonomy of Ghosts

The tea-party question, ‘Do you believe in ghosts?’ is one of the most ambiguous that can be asked, but if we take it to mean, ‘Do you believe that people can sometimes experience apparitions?’ the answer is that they certainly do.

– Professor Harry Price

With ghosts there is a taxonomy – that is to say, there are many kinds of ghosts. After a lifetime spent collecting and investigating ghost stories, Peter Underwood settled on eight varieties, and this is a good place as any to start. They are as follows:


Elementals

Poltergeists

Traditional or Historical Ghosts

Mental Imprint Manifestations

Crisis or Death-survival Apparitions

Time Slips

Ghosts of the Living

Haunted Inanimate Objects



Elementals are often ‘ghosts connected to burial grounds’ and are ‘primitive or race-memory manifestations’, writes Underwood. An American ghost-hunter would probably call them demonic. Many of the ghosts of Wales and Scotland are elementals, fragments broken off from a pagan past, such as the ‘kelpies’ in lochs. Robert Aickman (1914–81), one of the finest ghost-story writers England has ever produced, describes them thus:


Elementals are, it is thought, exceedingly primitive entities: they squat in a single place, and to stare at one, even in the dusk (though it seems occasionally they appear in the fullest horror of daylight) is instant insanity1 … A prominent British statesman who had a great interest in psychics (many will know who he was)2 went with others to visit the Elemental that occasionally materialises in the cellar of a Somerset manor … one of the party looked too long, and was never the same man. The statesman never visited another Elemental.



The ghost witnessed by Edmund Lenthal Swifte in the Tower of London is in the elemental spectrum. The ghosts in the stories of M. R. James (1862–1936) tend to be either elementals connected to black magic practices, or reanimated corpses in the medieval and Scandinavian style.3 For theological reasons, some Jacobean puritans classed all ghosts as elementals or ‘larvae’, referring to the mask or guise of human beings they sometimes adopt.

Thanks to Hollywood, poltergeists are now one of the best-known types of ghost.4 Poltergeists present themselves as violent energies connected to a focus person, though there is some debate, according to Guy Lyon Playfair (b. 1935), the world’s greatest living expert, as to whether they are ‘alive or dead’. The focus is generally a teenager, usually a girl. In the 1930s, the psychologist Nandor Fodor (who we’ll meet in a later chapter) advanced the idea that poltergeists were the result of repressed anger or frustrated sexual desire. The most famous modern case is the Enfield poltergeist, in the late seventies, which presented the whole gamut of phenomena.5 The world of ghost stories is riddled with class, and the poltergeist is occasionally tagged as the ‘council house ghost’. The paradigm of these stories is usually a family under siege by a host of alarming and unpleasant phenomena, perhaps the most famous of all being the immensely peculiar Bell Witch case,6 which took place in 1817 in Tennessee, and the Tedworth Drummer, which is described in a later chapter.

The category of traditional ghosts is straightforward: they are the souls of the dead, aware of the living and able to interact with them.

Mental imprint manifestations are those described also in the ‘stone tape’ theory, named after a TV drama made in 1972. Somehow, an effusion of mental energy soaks into a particular place, usually a room, and represents a psychic model of an extreme state of mind. These ghosts repeat the same actions over and over again, such as opening a door and walking across a room, and no consciousness is involved. Such ghosts also tend to be associated with a date and a fixed schedule. They often appear on anniversaries – for example, Lady Jane Grey is said to appear on the date of her execution – though, since the calendar was adjusted in the eighteenth century, this can be thought nonsensical. It is more likely that this idea is related to the sublimated Catholicism that marks English ghost-belief – ghost days are rather like saints’ days. Like Anne Boleyn, Jane Grey is another villainess in the Anglo-Catholic folkloric pantheon.

Crisis, or Death-survival Apparitions have a long history, and people often see or experience someone with whom they have a close bond at the moment of their death, or at the moment they experience a life-threatening ordeal. These ghosts are common in wartime, for example when Wilfred Owen’s brother Harold saw him when serving on HMS Astraea.7

Time-slip experiences became all the rage from 1911 till the end of World War One. It’s hard not to read them now as nostalgia for a lost world, or perhaps one that was about to be shattered. These time slips are usually rather picturesque and decorative, almost like stepping onto a movie set, and they especially appeal to the imaginative with a sense of history.

I mentioned in my introduction the most famous time slip of all, which took place in France.

One August afternoon in 1901, two English ladies were enjoying a trip to the Palace of Versailles. After searching for the Petit Trianon, Eleanor Jourdain and Charlotte Moberly became lost. As they wandered, a solemn and heavy mood descended. Two men dressed in ‘long greyish-green coats with small three-cornered hats’ passed by, and directed them until they came upon a gazebo shaded by trees where a repulsive-looking man, his face marked with smallpox, stared unpleasantly at them both.

Just then someone came rushing up and warned them that they were going the wrong way. They were told to cross a small bridge, and when they did so they arrived at what they assumed to be the Petit Trianon. Here a woman was sitting on a stool, sketching. She wore an old-fashioned dress, covered with a pale-green scarf. Again, they experienced a sensation of intense gloom. Suddenly, a footman came rushing out of a nearby building, slamming the door behind him. The footman told them that the entrance to the Petit Trianon was on the other side of the building, and so they walked around the house, where they found a wedding party waiting to tour the rooms. The dark mood lifted, and nothing else unusual happened.

At the time, the two ladies were not aware that they had seen anything strange, and it wasn’t until three months later that they realized their experiences did not exactly correspond – for example, Jourdain did not see the woman sketching. They soon became convinced that something mysterious had happened. Jourdain discovered that the day of their visit was an anniversary – that on that day in 1792 Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette had been taken prisoner when revolutionaries stormed the gates of the royal palace and sacked the Tuileries.

Though they kept their identities secret, the fact that these ladies were the principal and vice-principal of St Hugh’s College, Oxford, gave their story weight. These were unusually well-educated and respectable people to have seen a ghost (as we’ll see, the middle classes rarely admit to sightings), and many were convinced that these ladies had indeed stepped back into the world of Marie Antoinette. Miss Moberly speculated that she and Miss Jourdain had ‘inadvertently entered within an act of the Queen’s memory when alive’.

It was later suggested that what they had actually come across was a fancy-dress party. The advocates of the two ladies argued hotly that this would not serve as an explanation for the altered landscape, buildings and bridges they had seen. Subsequently, other people reported similar experiences, including one thirty years earlier, by the Dodsworth family in 1870. But it seems likely that what the Dodsworths saw was one of the last outings of Napoleon III’s imperial hunt before the outbreak of the Franco-Prussian War.

In 1908, before the Moberly/Jourdain account was published, three members of the Crooke family also saw the sketching woman reported by Miss Moberly, who had seemed to grow out of the scenery ‘with a little quiver of adjustment’. But it was the book by the two very proper ladies that set the scene for this relatively new paranormal experience.

One of the first and possibly greatest discoveries of the Society for Psychical Research was published in 1886 in two volumes called Phantasms of the Living. It contained 701 case studies which purported to show a phenomenon that went completely against the popular perception of ghosts, which was that they had to be dead. Some of these experiences of ghosts of the living constituted no more than a mental picture, and half-images caught between wakefulness and sleep. Curiously, the ghost-hunter Andrew Green8 was involved in just such an incident. After he had moved house from Robertsbridge in Sussex, the family who had bought his house came to visit him in his new cottage. When Green opened the door, the daughter of the house fainted on seeing him. On coming to, white as a sheet, she said she had seen him many times in the garden of his old house.

When Green’s mind was drifting, he had, it seems, been visiting an old haunt, especially the rockery he had so painstakingly created and left behind. Ghosts of the living are of especial interest to parapsychologists because they seem to suggest something of the brain function behind certain paranormal phenomena, and seem to indicate that such phenomena are actually nothing to do with the dead at all. Somehow, using ESP and the ability of the brain to generate images, some invisible signal is accessed and processed.

The final item on Underwood’s list is haunted inanimate objects. It is not unusual for a bed to be haunted, or a chair where someone liked to sit.9 The ghost moves with the item. Objects associated with death, such as a sword or a pistol, can also have an entity hang around them. Precious gems and jewels can seem to have a story, coded into their crystalline structure; there are several in the Crown Jewels, for example the Black Prince’s ruby and the Koh-i-Noor diamond.10 There is a brisk eBay trade in ‘haunted furniture’ and, in the United States, a strong belief in haunted toys which I haven’t come across anywhere else.

Underwood only listed the ghosts of people but I would add the ghosts of animals to the list. What is striking about animal ghosts is that they are all of domesticated species – mostly cats, dogs and horses.

There are said to be a couple of phantom bears in London. Ghosts of dogs are frequently demonic, in other words, elementals, such as the hounds that haunt the country lanes of Suffolk and, in the church at Bungay, leave deep scratch marks on the door. These creatures have dramatic names: Galleytrot, Black Shuck and Barghest. The fact that they are mostly located in East Anglia and Yorkshire seems to suggest a Viking antecedent.11

People catching sight of a beloved and recently departed cat or dog is reported remarkably often. It’s also a popular belief that pets can sense ghosts. Stories abound of cats, dogs and infants watching an invisible presence coming down stairs or moving across a room. The unencumbered mind appears to be a ghost-seeing mind.

Headless dogs and horses are a motif of nineteenth-century ghost stories. There are also folkloric animals such as birds and hares which, in the seventeenth century, were considered to be shape-shifting witches, or portents of invisible supernatural powers.12 At the Punch Bowl Inn, in Lanreath, Cornwall, a clergyman is said to have returned in the form of a demonic black rooster.

The inhabitants of Arundel Castle in Sussex fear the appearance of a small white bird at their windows, seeing it as a portent of death.

Ghosts have changed over the years, which is why, I would suggest, there is a natural history needs to be told of them. The earliest ghosts in the Epic of Gilgamesh, for example, bear little relation to what came afterwards. Babylon’s dead seemed to hover between the human and the inhuman. The ghosts of Ancient Greece were strange wraith-like creatures, pathetic and winged, who had no power over the living. Medieval ghosts were reanimated corpses or holy apparitions; Jacobean ghosts, demons pretending to be human.

Post-Restoration ghosts returned to correct injustices, right wrongs and supply information about lost documents and valuables. Regency ghosts were gothic. In Victorian times, ghosts were to be questioned in séances, and ghost-seeing became far more associated with women. Late Victorians embraced paranormality, seeing the ghostly as a manifestation of as yet understood laws of nature. The 1930s found the poltergeist.

So, what are ghosts seen as, now? To some extent, the idea of the demonic ghost has been re-imported to the UK by the descendants of the East Coast Jacobeans, who took the idea over to the New World with them in the seventeenth century. There are a collection of contemporary beliefs in popular culture, but people are very clear about what’s possible. The overwhelming primacy is of the mood and atmosphere, having your head touched on ghost hunts, feeling a sudden breeze, falling temperatures, doors opening by themselves, then sudden noises, staccato or single words. Apparitions in plain sight are rare, but they do turn up on camera, and on digital cameras now, there are ‘orbs’, which, we are told, are ghosts before they dress themselves for the human eye.13

In one study in 1999, a group of Manchester women thought that hauntings were more to do with malign presences – in other words, a bad feeling – rather than the soul of someone who is dead making themself known.

Ghosts are no longer souls. Ghosts are now an emotion field.


The Visible Couch: A Brief History of Ghost-Hunting

Do I believe in ghosts? No, but I am afraid of them.

– Marie Anne de Vichy Chamrond, Marquise du Deffand

I decided to pick up where I left off thirty years ago: with the ghost hunt. The man who coined the term ‘ghost hunt’ was the Irishman Elliot O’Donnell (1872–1965) in his book Confessions of a Ghost-Hunter,1 however, it is Harry Price who is by far the best-known English ghost-hunter of the twentieth century.

Price was a cadaverous-looking man with pointed ears and an expression in his eyes described by at least one young woman2 as ‘not polite’. He twitched, he chain-smoked, had Nazi leanings and did his best to disguise his Cockney accent with a garbled form of Received Pronunciation. He was considered disreputable by fellow experts on the subject, but the public and the press loved him.

As a young man, Price would almost certainly have read the wildly popular stories of Carnacki, The Ghost-finder.3 But for Price, there was no sitting around having a chat with witnesses over a cup of tea. Houses were to be staked out, recorded, scrutinized, with technology brought in. No one wanted to interview other people, they wanted to experience things themselves, first-hand; it’s no surprise his ghost-hunting kit included a flask of brandy. It was a new, self-assertive way of doing things, which placed the investigator at the centre of the story.

Price was not a figure who endeared himself to the grandees and aristocrats of the Society for Psychical Research. After all, he came through the door marked ‘TRADE’. All his life, he pursued a part-time job as a travelling salesman at Edward Saunders & Son in Cannon Street in the City of London, selling paper bags and tea wraps in bulk to the baking and grocery trades.


[image: image]
4. Harry Price, hamming it up.



But by night, like Count Orlok, he came to life. He staged supernatural-themed spectaculars in London and Germany. He was making live broadcasts from haunted houses with the BBC seven decades before ghost-hunting shows became popular in the US and the UK.

In 1936 he conducted the first ever live broadcast from a haunted house, on 10 March, with BBC radio transmitting two investigations into Dean Manor near Rochester in Kent.4 Among those with him was Professor C. E. Joad of Birkbeck College, London, who had some interesting ideas on the nature of ghosts.5

In the early thirties, Price still believed he could become respectable by disproving the antics of as many mediums as he could get his hands on. Even though this affected his friendship with men such as H. G. Wells, he promoted himself firmly and squarely as a sceptic. His close friendship with Harry Houdini was on the understanding that he was a fellow traveller, a trained conjurer who could detect fraud and hocus-pocus. In fact, as his subsequent activities came to show, Price was only a sceptic for hire.

Between his two books on Borley Rectory, known for a while as the ‘most haunted house in England’, you can see the change take place. It’s as if they were written by different men. The first is cool and collected; the second tells people what they want to hear. The gamekeeper has quietly turned poacher and, as a result, incurred the everlasting enmity of those who cared about the new science of parapsychology.

‘People don’t want the debunk, they want the bunk,’ Price once noted, a trifle acidly.

He wrote well – in print, at least, he was sensitive and sympathetic and rarely had a bad word to say about anyone. And he knew how to spin a yarn. Journalists recognized in Price a writer who had no qualms about the gingering-up of a story to give it colour and texture. He was, in this sense, very well connected, easily able to drop stories on the front page of national newspapers (something that didn’t necessarily endear him to others in the field, who found his showmanship at worst fraudulent and at best de trop).

After Price died, increasing numbers of books threw doubt on his commitment to authenticity. In truth, he never had much interest in science, unless it connected to his sense of theatre or might prove useful in his desire to become an approximation of an establishment figure. His life and his creation of the instantly recognizable modern ghost hunt as a form of entertainment remain highly influential.

Clips of Price can today be seen on YouTube, where he plays the Oxbridge don in a book-lined study, rather than the tradesman from Holborn he really was. The more generous incline to think he started out well but then went wrong,6 for all sorts of reasons, and that he was just a working-class media pioneer rather ahead of his time. His commitment to being truthful had to be bent in order to make a living – something not uncommon among the mediums he was often testing. Science, however, is rather unforgiving on the subject of faithfulness: one example of bunk means that everything is bunk, even if it isn’t.

Price was a showman. But ghost-hunting began in a spirit of high seriousness. Joseph Glanvill (1636–80) might reasonably be called England’s ‘Ghost-hunter General’, having published a succession of influential books on the subject of the supernatural, and gone out into the field to prove them. In 1662 he became the vicar of Frome Selwood, in Somerset, and it was here that he began to explore his interest in witchcraft and the occult. Though just a country parson, he was very well regarded and had powerful friends in the establishment. Intellectually, he juggled an enthusiasm for the latest experimental science with his religious beliefs, and his election to the Royal Society did raise the odd eyebrow – here was a man who believed in witches and spectres working with the most modern advocates of new rationalism. He does, however, seem to have been careful to keep these beliefs to one side when dealing with the scientists.7

Though the conventional Puritan line on ghosts was denial (since Puritanism held that Purgatory,8 a theologically suspect Roman Catholic doctrine, did not exist), Glanvill believed that ghosts were the best, almost domestic, way of proving that God existed and that atheists were wrong. Ghosts may have been only a modest part of the supernatural light-show that was God Almighty, but they were still a part of it. If ghosts weren’t from Purgatory, then they were from Hell, and that was just as good Glanvill’s book:9 after all, there were ghosts in the Bible.10 There was, at this period of English history, a profound fear of extremism, and it was thought that the wits and rakes mocking the divine in fashionable London coffee-houses were symptomatic of a general spiritual crisis. Glanvill believed that providing rational, cautiously investigated evidence of ghostly and occult activity would provide a useful bulwark in the fight against this crisis of spirituality.

Glanvill’s most famous case was the Tedworth Drummer, which we shall visit in a later chapter.

Though ghosts were again of very great interest from 1762 onwards, when the Cock Lane ghost convulsed the new wave of printed magazines and newspapers of Georgian London, there were no eighteenth-century figures we would recognize as ghost-hunters. We don’t encounter the breed again until we get to two very different women of the Victorian era: Catherine Crowe (1790–1872) and Eleanor Sidgwick (1845–1936).

Catherine Crowe came to public attention in 1848 with a book called The Night Side of Nature
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