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‘It is a fair, even-handed, noble adjustment of things,

that while there is infection in disease and sorrow,

there is nothing in the world so irresistibly contagious

as laughter and good humour.’

Charles Dickens, A Christmas Carol

‘It was a very dark night; it was a cold night;

it was such a night as suits such a story.’

M. R. James

For those who keep a candle burning

in the long dark of the year.



Introduction: When Christmas Belonged to Ghosts

There is a moment, somewhere between the last of the daylight failing and the fire settling into its late evening quiet, when Christmas shows its older face. The decorations are still bright enough. The glasses are full. But the hour has grown long, the children have gone to bed, and the adults who remain find themselves talking in lower voices, remembering things. The dead come up in conversation with a naturalness that surprises no one. A grandmother who always made the punch. A father who sat in that particular chair. A friend who should have been here and was not. The season, for all its brightness, carries this shadow. It carries it because it has always carried it, because joy and grief at Christmas are not opposites but companions, because the people we gather with are always outnumbered, in the long run, by the people we have gathered with before.

The strange and largely forgotten history of why this is so runs through centuries and cultures, through winter darkness and fireside storytelling, through the folk beliefs of communities that understood the dead to be close in the cold months, through the Victorian publishing industry that turned ghost stories into Christmas gifts, through the literary genius of writers who gave the tradition forms that have lasted. The Christmas ghost story belongs to a much older winter tradition, one rooted in darkness, memory, firelight, and the ancient sense that the dead draw close at the turning of the year. The ghosts stood at the centre of the season's older meaning.

The tradition has been obscured by the version of Christmas that now dominates the imagination: bright, sentimental, centred on children and gifts and the comfortable warmth of family. That version has legitimate roots, shaped by genuine and often beautiful impulses. But it arrived relatively recently, and it was never the whole picture. For centuries before the Victorian era, and for a considerable portion of the Victorian era itself, Christmas was also a season of darkness, memory, communal anxiety, and uncanny return.

Consider the language the season has always used. The word midwinter names a crisis: the year at its lowest, the sun at its weakest, the earth refusing to yield anything. The solstice acknowledges darkness rather than celebrating light, a recognition that the light has been losing and must now be coaxed back. Ancient peoples burned fires from necessity, both physical and spiritual. The darkness outside was absolute, pierced only by flame, and in that darkness, tradition held, things moved that did not move in ordinary daylight.

Winter darkness, fireside storytelling, the dead returning to their former homes, the haunted houses of gothic fiction, the Victorian publishing machine that turned ghost stories into Christmas gifts, M. R. James reading by candlelight in Cambridge, the winter spirits of Britain and Ireland, the Wild Hunt howling across the northern sky, the monsters of the Alpine Christmas, the haunted coaching inns of the snowbound roads: all of this belongs to the tradition this book traces. It ends, as all ghost stories should, with the fire burning low and the truth of the season laid bare.

The evidence for this tradition is real, abundant, and largely underappreciated. It lives in old parish records and folklore collections, in Victorian periodicals and Christmas annuals, in the correspondence of writers and the memories of readers, in the oral traditions of communities that kept the old festivals alive long after the church tried to redirect them. Wherever possible, this book draws on that evidence and handles it honestly. Where tradition speaks in many voices that do not always agree, the uncertainty is noted rather than papered over. Ghost stories, of all subjects, deserve to be told truthfully.

There is a reason these stories survived. There is a reason that even now, in an era of electric light and central heating and the determined cheerfulness of the modern Christmas, the ghost story persists at this season. People seek out haunted house stories. They read M. R. James on Christmas Eve with a glass of something warming and a sense that the dark outside the window is listening. They do this because the ghost story tells the truth about Christmas that the sentimental version cannot quite bring itself to say: that joy and grief live side by side in December, that homes are full of the people who no longer fill them, that winter makes listeners of us all.

Pull the chair closer. The fire is still going. The story is about to begin.
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Chapter One: The Longest Nights
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Before the Lamp

In the winter of 1814, the Thames froze solid enough that a fair was held on its surface. Londoners walked out onto the ice and bought food from stalls, watched entertainments, and stood for a moment in the middle of a river that had become a road. The event was celebrated and remembered. But the cold that made it possible was hardly unusual by the standards of the centuries that preceded it. Europe had been in the grip of what climatologists now call the Little Ice Age, a sustained period of lower temperatures that lasted from roughly the fourteenth century through the mid-nineteenth, and that shaped European culture, agriculture, psychology, and folklore in ways that are still visible if you know where to look.

The winters of the pre-modern world carried a severity that the modern imagination rarely recovers. In northern Europe, in Britain, in Ireland and Scandinavia and the Alpine regions, the months from November through February could bring isolation severe enough to kill. Roads became impassable. Villages were cut off for weeks. Livestock died in barns that could not be adequately heated. Food stores accumulated through the summer and autumn had to last through months of no growth, and when the stores ran short, hunger was real. The old word for February in several European languages relates to famine rather than cold. The season had teeth.

The Great Frost of 1683 to 1684, one of the most extreme events of the Little Ice Age, killed the Thames so thoroughly that Londoners built streets across it, and set up printing presses on the ice to print commemorative broadsheets for those who walked out to buy them. John Evelyn, who witnessed it, recorded in his diary the spectacle of coaches driving on the river, whole roast oxen being turned on spits above the ice, and a cold so complete that the ink froze in his pen before he had finished the entry. These were the conditions, repeated in milder but still formidable form season after season across centuries, that produced the particular quality of winter imagination this book is concerned with.

Fuel was expensive and light more so. A pound of tallow candles cost a working family a significant portion of a day's wages, and rush lights, the cheaper alternative made by dipping dried rushes in animal fat, gave a flame barely adequate for anything beyond the most basic orientation in a room. The household that could afford to keep a fire burning through the night and candles on the table was a household of some means. The majority of people in pre-industrial Britain and Ireland spent their winter evenings in partial darkness, gathered close to the hearth for what warmth the fire gave, and did their talking and their listening and their fearing in the light that firelight alone provided.

Darkness compounded everything. Before gas lighting, before electricity, darkness after sunset was close to total for anyone without sufficient means. The winter solstice marks the shortest day of the year: roughly eight hours of daylight in southern England, fewer moving north, as few as four or five hours in northern Scotland. What follows is sixteen or more hours of darkness, unbroken except by fire. This was a human world, lived almost entirely by firelight and the glow of the hearth, and the imagination that developed within it was shaped by conditions that no modern experience can quite reproduce.

The Solstice and the Sacred Dark

Ancient cultures throughout the northern hemisphere marked the solstice as a pivotal moment, carrying both dread and relief. The sun had been weakening for months. Each day shorter than the last. Each dawn arriving later and dying sooner. The fear, which was reasonable given what people understood of the world, was that the process might not reverse. The great festivals of light that cluster around the solstice, in cultures separated by thousands of miles and centuries, reflect this anxiety. The Scandinavian Yule fire, the Roman Saturnalia with its torches and reversal of order, the Persian Yalda night, the Celtic marking of the midwinter threshold: all of them enact the same drama. The dark has reached its maximum. Now it must be pushed back.

Several northern traditions associated the Yule period with ancestors, household spirits, and the nearness of the dead. The fires kept burning through the night were beacons for the living and signals for something else. The twelve nights of the midwinter festival were understood in many traditions as a gap in ordinary time, a pause between the old year and the new during which the usual rules did not apply and the presence of the dead was more palpable than at any other season. The household was a place to be protected and, on certain nights, a place to watch carefully.

British and Irish folk tradition maintained similar beliefs, though in forms more scattered and harder to reconstruct clearly, filtered through centuries of Christian overlay and the always imprecise business of oral transmission. Folklorists working in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries recorded persistent beliefs across England, Scotland, Wales, and Ireland that certain winter nights, particularly Christmas Eve, were liminal in a specific and serious sense: that the dead could return, that animals could speak with human voices at midnight, that the future could be read in certain signs, and that ordinary protections against harm grew thin. These traditions will be examined in later chapters. Their context matters here: they grew from the genuine experience of the dark, from communities that understood winter as a force that changed the rules.

Isolation and the Inner World

Physical isolation intensified everything. A village in the English midlands or the Welsh hills, cut off by snow and mud from the nearest market town, was thrown back entirely on its own resources, human and imaginative. The people in that village had only each other. They had their memories. They had their stories. And they had a fire that needed to be kept going, around which the entire community would naturally gather, because the alternative was darkness and cold in separate rooms.

Modern scholarship on oral storytelling cultures has established how profoundly the physical conditions of transmission shape what gets told and how. Stories told around a fire in winter are longer, denser, more concerned with fear and mystery and the survival of danger than stories told in summer daylight. The storyteller becomes central: the voice in the dark, the face lit from below by firelight, the source of both entertainment and something older than entertainment. Anthropologists studying surviving oral cultures have noted that winter is consistently the season for the most significant stories, those with the most symbolic weight, the ones that carry the community's deepest concerns about death and continuity and what lies beyond ordinary human sight.

Winter concentrates the imagination in the same way a lens concentrates light. Stripped of summer diversions, forced indoors, surrounded by darkness for most of the waking day, people in pre-modern European communities turned inward and found their minds populated in ways that warmer seasons did not encourage. Dreams grew vivid. Anxiety sharpened. The awareness of mortality, always present in cultures with high death rates from cold and hunger and disease, became acute in the months when death was most likely to arrive. And the dead, naturally, began to feel very close.

The Long Dark in Literature and Record

The historical record of these conditions is both abundant and telling. Medieval chronicles from England and the Continent document winters of extraordinary severity with a regularity that suggests habitual dread rather than unusual disaster. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, covering events from the late ninth century onward, returns repeatedly to winter catastrophes: frozen rivers, failed harvests, livestock losses, human deaths. The entries are terse, but their terseness carries its own weight. The scribes were recording facts that required no embellishment because their readers understood perfectly well what those facts meant.

Later, as literacy spread, winter appears in journals and letters with a particular psychological weight. Samuel Pepys, writing in the 1660s, describes London winters with a mixture of practical complaint and something darker: the sense of being pressed upon, of the season as an adversary. John Evelyn records the great frost with both fascination and unease, the spectacle of the frozen river giving him obvious pleasure and something close to vertigo simultaneously. The Victorian diarists who followed lived at the exact moment when modern heating and lighting were beginning to change the winter experience, and their writing registers both the old dread and the new relief with a clarity that earlier writers, for whom the dread was simply the background of existence, could not easily articulate.

What the historical record does not capture, and what folklore collections partially compensate for, is the texture of ordinary winter experience for people below the level of literacy. But the folklore is suggestive. The sheer volume of British and Irish legend, custom, and superstition connected specifically to winter and Christmas suggests a tradition that ran deep and wide, one in which the psychological pressures of the dark season found expression in story and ritual because expression was the only


The Winter Household
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