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INTRODUCTION

This book was written between August 2007 and March 2008 when the words ‘Capital of Culture’ were seemingly inescapable in the city of Liverpool. In addition to the information gathered from Google, Wikipedia, good old-fashioned trips to bookshops and numerous libraries, Haunted Liverpool could not have been written without the co-operation of the many kind Scousers who shared their stories with me. Thank you to everyone who picked up one of my handbills in a café, staffroom, shop, etc or read one of my posts online and decided to get in touch; I genuinely could not have done this without your help. Special thanks must go to the members of the Yo Liverpool online forum (www.yoliverpool.com/forum) whose assistance, advice and expertise proved truly invaluable.

BCE (Before Common Era) is used throughout as a non-religious alternative to BC (Before Christ). Similarly, CE (Common Era) is used as a non-religious alternative to AD (Anno Domini).

John Reppion, 2008



ONE

LIVERPOOL – CITY OF GHOSTS

Liverpool’s name is thought by some historians to derive from Liuerpul (meaning ‘muddy pool’) in reference to the Mersey inlet, upon which the settlement was originally built. Others claim that the community was originally called Eelverpool in honour of the abundance of large eels which could be caught in the local waterway. Slightly more convincing to my mind is the idea that ‘liver’ comes from the word lither meaning ‘lower’, which would have distinguished the place from the nearby Hitune or ‘High Town’, known today as Huyton.1

The story of Liverpool began in earnest when King John, arch enemy of the fabled Robin Hood, took control of the area in 1207. Though it would be some 400 or so years before Witch-finder Gen. Matthew Hopkins, plied his trade across the country, it is perhaps worth noting that John’s short reign did see some of the first officially sanctioned executions of accused witches on English soil. The King, who was also Lord of Ireland, needed access to a port from which he could easily send men and equipment to Eire. John procured the area from local landowner Henry Fitzwarin and on the 28 of August 1207 presented his letters patent (a type of legal document in the form of an open letter) at Winchester. The manuscript invited people to come and settle in the hamlet of Liverpool where, for a rent of one shilling a year, they could enjoy a new life by the River Mersey. John’s reign lasted for nine more years but, despite all the effort he had exerted in founding Liverpool, he seldom visited the region. The King died in October 1216 at Newark Castle in Nottinghamshire; his restless spirit is said to haunt one of its crumbling towers to this very day.

Liverpool’s own castle was built under the orders of the Earl of Derby, William de Ferrer, during the reign of King John’s successor Henry III. The castle stood until 1725 at the junction of today’s Castle Street (which follows the line of the long vanished channel or ‘pool’ after which the city is named) and Lord Street in the city centre. The site is now known as Derby Square and is occupied by the Queen Victoria Monument, erected in 1906. The castle fell under the control of Royalist Cavaliers during the English Civil War, following an eighteen-day siege by Prince Rupert – the Mad Cavalier. Rupert’s raid left a lasting impression on the city and the spectres of fallen Royalists have been reported as far afield as the southern village of Woolton (see ‘Ghosts of Woolton Village’, page 38). Surprisingly, a modern-day visit to the castle is not entirely out of the question as a full-sized replica of its ruins exists some 30 miles (48km) north-east of the original site in the village of Rivington, Chorley.


The port of Liverpool benefited from improved trade with America and the West Indies during the latter part of the 1600s and the city’s economy steadily improved. It was October 1699 when the first recorded slave ship, Liverpool Merchant, left the port bound for Africa. The ship arrived in Barbados with more than 200 chained and starving Africans in her hold, who were treated as cargo rather than human beings. Soon Liverpool was second only to London in terms of its wealth and, though much is made today of the claim that no slave was ever bought or sold within its boundaries, it is undeniable that the city profited hugely from the barbaric trade. There are those who tell stories of tunnels leading from the docklands into holding cells secreted in the vaults beneath certain buildings, tales of long-forgotten flooded cellars found with the remains of rusted chains hanging upon their slime-covered walls (see ‘Terror in Toxteth’, page 44). Whoever you believe, there is little denying that the spectre of slavery still haunts this city, one way or another. The Albert Dock is now home to the International Slavery Museum (www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/ism), which opened its doors to the public in August 2007, some 200 years after the Abolition of the Slave Trade Act was originally passed by the House of Lords.

Liverpool’s success as a port continued through the 1800s and on the 15 September 1830 the world’s first intercity passenger railway was officially opened between Liverpool and Manchester. A train can still be caught on the original line which runs from today’s Liverpool Lime Street Station to Manchester Piccadilly. Back in 1830, the launch was a star-studded affair, with many of the era’s personalities embarking on the inaugural journey. Taking advantage of one of the locomotive’s temporary stops, noted member of parliament and statesman William Huskisson alighted from his carriage and wandered down the tracks. He was engaged in conversation with Prime Minister Arthur Wellesley, the Duke of Wellington, conducted via the duke’s carriage window, when he was struck by an oncoming steam engine. Huskisson’s place in the history books was assured by the fact that he was not only the world’s first passenger railway fatality, but was lethally wounded by none other than George Stevenson’s famous Rocket locomotive. An elaborate memorial to William Huskisson stands in the sunken St James’ cemetery, which served as a sandstone quarry up until 1829.2 The sound of heavy footsteps has reportedly been heard echoing inside the hollow monument as if someone were pacing impatiently within.


Between 1845 and 1852 the Great Irish Famine (also known as An Gorta Mór – ‘the Great Hunger’) led to the death of over one million Irish citizens. Many of those who fled the country found themselves in the overcrowded port of Liverpool where living conditions amongst the poor were, sadly, not much better. Typhus took the lives of many immigrants living in truly dreadful circumstances and the bodies of thousands were buried hastily in unmarked graves. Even so, for many Liverpool held a brighter future than Eire and some estimate that as much as 25 per cent of the city’s total population were Irish by 1851.

A memorial to those who died as a result of the famine has recently been erected in the grounds of St Luke’s church, which stands on the corner of Berry Street and Leece Street in the city centre. St Luke’s is known locally as ‘the bombed out church’, having been hollowed out by an incendiary bomb on Monday 5 May 1941. The skeletal building was reputedly the site of the ghostly encounter involving a six-year-old child named Abbey in 1991. Escorted into the building by an unknown old woman, the child later described seeing an intact church interior and roof rather than an open-topped, turf-floored ruin. The girl parted company with the old woman when a tall, top-hatted gentleman took her hand and guided her away from the building. The man in question was apparently witnessed escorting Abbey out of the church then turning and disappearing into thin air.3 Similar odd episodes involving so-called time slips have been reported in adjacent Bold Street (see ‘Bold Street – Out of Time’, page 70).

During the Second World War the busy docklands made Liverpool a prime target for aerial bombings, with almost half of the city’s residential properties being either destroyed or damaged in the Blitz. One such residence was No. 102 Upper Stanhope Street, birthplace of Adolf Hitler’s nephew, William Patrick Hitler. ‘Paddy’ Hitler was the child of Adolf’s half-brother Alois Hitler Junior and his first wife, Irish-born Bridgette Dowling. By the time the house was destroyed, however, William was already an American citizen doing his bit in the war against the Nazis.

One particularly dreadful air raid in 1941 claimed the lives of more than 200 residents of the Lawrence Gardens area, off Scotland Road. Amongst the casualties was a local police officer, known for his trick of tapping his truncheon on railings as a means of navigation as he patrolled the blacked-out streets. During the 1970s there were reports of a figure dressed in an old-fashioned police uniform being sighted in the area at night. The officer is said to have been wearing a tin hat, carrying what looked like an old gas mask case and tapping a truncheon upon the walls and railings as he strolled along. When approached the figure is said to have simply disappeared.4 All in all, more than 2,000 Liverpudlians were killed during the bombings with many thousands more left injured and homeless. Even the inmates at the city prison up in Walton lost accommodation and in some cases, their lives (see ‘Walton-on-the Hill’s Haunted Prison’, page 27). Liverpool still bears the scars of the Blitz: many of the ruined buildings have never been reconstructed. The Hitlers’ home is one such remaining bombsite, as is the aforementioned St Luke’s church.


After the war, Liverpool entered a period of economic decline which saw many people leaving the city in search of new jobs and opportunities. Even the worldwide interest generated during the mid-1960s by the Beatles, the Cavern Club (see ‘A Hoax at the Cavern?’, page 75) and Merseybeat wasn’t enough to pull Liverpool out of its slump. By the 1970s the importance of the city’s docks had greatly diminished. The 1980s saw unemployment worsen in England with Liverpool being one of the hardest hit areas in the country. In July 1981 riots broke out in the historic neighbourhoods of Canning and Toxteth, triggered when the police force were accused of unjustly harassing members of the local community. The rioting lasted nine days and saw the first use of CS gas by British police outside of Northern Ireland. One person was killed and more than 500 were arrested with at least seventy buildings totally destroyed during the disturbances. Though the incidents were originally portrayed as ‘race riots’, it later became clear that the events had just as much to do with social deprivation and the immense frustration that much of city’s populace felt at the time.

Liverpool has been undergoing ‘regeneration’ of one sort or another since the 1980s and for many that process has culminated this very year, in 2008, with the city named joint European Capital of Culture (shared with the city of Stavanger in Norway). Since winning the Capital of Culture bid in 2004, interest in Liverpool has been significantly renewed; a great deal of new industry has been attracted to the city and a vast number of homes and businesses have been, or are currently being, constructed. However, it is worth noting that conservation of Liverpool’s historic architecture to date has for the most part been incidental; the majority of Victorian and Georgian terraces which still stand throughout the city only do so for lack of funds to ‘move forward’. Liverpool’s new economic status will change this, but whether such preservation will play a part in the city’s future remains to be seen. Certainly, it has not been a priority in the past and many remarkable sites have already been lost to the demon of ‘progress’.


During the 1800s there was a city-centre church called St Thomas’ whose grounds were filled with graves and vaults. The noted Liverpool philanthropist and eccentric, Joseph Williamson – who built a vast and uncharted network of tunnels beneath the city – was laid to rest there in his family vault in 1840. St Thomas’ fell into disuse and in 1911 the church itself was demolished leaving the graveyard to become wild and overgrown. The site (opposite today’s Canning Place) remained neglected or more than half a century until some less-than-visionary developer decided that it would be a good spot for a car park. Headstones were relocated to St James’ cemetery, but the bodies were left wholly undisturbed. The car park itself has been bulldozed to make way for the Liverpool’s new Paradise Street Development; the city’s bright new future built upon the corpses of once respected God-fearing Liverpudlians.

To me, the story of St Thomas’ is a metaphor for Liverpool’s own progress. The city is represented by the graveyard; neglected and overgrown
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