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Summer 1976 had been remarkable.  In the UK at least.  Soaring temperatures, day after day of dry, windless sun.  Kids ran around shirtless, their sunburn quickly turning to tan – skin cancer didn’t exist back then.

Nor did global warming; those lazy days are commonplace today; but in ’76 Brits had even endured hosepipe bans with a sense of novelty.  For four kids who lived in North London, it would be the last summer for some time that they could relax and play before all the cares of this world – and some from another – descended upon them.

Seventy seven was a disappointment.  Brits sat through Spring thinking that they could look forward to what their continental cousins got every year in terms of temperature at least.  They were wrong. Many endured the tedious street parties of the Queen’s Silver Jubilee – it was still a time when toffs enjoyed champagne while the common folk battled through processed bread filled with meat paste and jelly – a jam sarnie, as much of the country called it.

But still the sun refused to break through the deep layers of clouds that covered the country.  Virginia Wade, a British woman severe of face who always appeared too mature to be a sports player, won Wimbledon.  But that was the only bright spot.

Then, in August, life changed for the Hodgson family.

Peggy Hodgson was a single mum; it was a time when such an existence still earned the odd glance and shake of the head.  The assumption among older folk who had survived the war (perhaps even two) was that the blame for any single parent family must lie at least a little (and usually a lot) with the mother.  It was a man’s job to earn money, go to watch soccer (Tottenham and Arsenal were the teams vying for the attention of the residents of the part of London in which the Hodgsons lived), enjoy a few pints and have their dinner ready whenever they chose to get in.  Meanwhile the woman of the family was simply expected to manage the home.  And the kids.  And probably keep down a job.  And look after her husband.

Soon to be Britain’s first female Prime Minister and recently elected leader of the Conservative Party Margaret Thatcher still ironed her husband’s shirts alongside her job as MP and leader of the Opposition.

But Peggy Hodgson was a good mum.  Money was tight – they lived in council accommodation.  Home was a tight mid-20th century terrace, with the kids sharing rooms.  Fourteen year old Margaret paired with her eleven year old sister Janet.  The boys – Johnny (10) and Billy (7) squashed into another box like space.  

It was the end of August and the girls were up in their room, playing.  Now evening was falling the weather was far too unpleasant to want to head out to the local park, or even mooch around the High Street looking in the windows of closed grocers and cheap gift shops.  The first Peggy knew of something being wrong came when there was a shout.  ‘Mum!’  It was a panicked call; high pitched so she could not tell which of her daughters had made the sound.  She rushed upstairs, and faced a closed door; inside banging sounded like one of the kids was have a rare but not unheard of temper tantrum.  But they were not.  In any case, the crashing was too violent for a child.  Still, like any slightly stressed parent, she decided that her daughters were being overly ebullient.  The girls, white faced and open mouthed, muttered something about a wardrobe sliding across the floor.  At the same time, there was banging on the walls, accompanied by loud, angry crashes.

They were on the first floor, and there was no window cleaner carrying out his duties.  It might be London, and an oldish house, but the days of chimney sweeps trapped in narrow flues was long gone.  Further, the banging sounded more like it came from within the walls.  Impossible.  Clearly, it had not been the children who were crashing around.

With a mum’s intuition, Peggy saw at once that she was not the subject of some prank the girls were playing on her to while away the long hours of the school holidays. Like all kids, they could perform when they needed to – but not to the standard of the drama unfolding in the cramped bedroom.  Their white faces and hollowed eyes told her that they were telling the truth.  Or at least, what they perceived to be the truth.

Unsure what else to do, Peggy employed the best of the spirit of the Blitz.  She tucked her family up, told them there was nothing to be afraid of, and huddled down for the night.  Sleep though, was out of the question.

Enfield, North London. Home of the world’s first ATM, opened in 1967 by Reg Varney, an actor most famous for a comedy show about bus drivers.  It is an average sized borough of London, with average houses.  Generally, it is a safe enough district although it might be wise to take care in the early hours of a Saturday or Sunday morning, if alone and in the town centre.  At the same time, Enfield is a great place if you fancy a pint of warm British beer and a game of snooker (pool with tactics).  

There were major riots there in 2011; racially motivated ones after what was perceived as heavy handed treatment by the police.  There are sometimes fights, and the odd murder makes the local news.  But generally, it is a good enough place to live; cheaper than many boroughs of North London, more expensive than some in the East.  Forty five minutes on the London Underground takes its residents to the West End.  While it might be hard to describe Enfield in any memorable way, what it certainly is not is a piece of suburbia where ghosts might be expected to crawl.

Head to Hampstead, with its tall, imposing facades and black iron railings and Ebenezer Scrooge comes to mind.  The Tower of London, the London Dungeons, parts of the formerly impoverished East End of Jack the Ripper – the evocatively named Spitalfields, Whitechapel, the East End Docks – all of those, maybe.  But Enfield?  The nearby London Orbital M25 casting gloom and fumes?  Ghosts here? No way.

Unless, of course, you happened to be unfortunate enough to live in the small terraced house at 21 Green Street in the late 1970s.

It was the 31st August, the holidays were nearly over.  The day was coming to an end, when Peggy was disturbed by the banging and shouting of her daughters.  Like any mum, she told them to quieten down, but suddenly the chest of drawers began to bang open and shut, then slide along the floor.  Peggy tried to push the chest back, but it would not move.

‘I think we were awake all that night, all of us,’ said Margaret later.  ‘There were bits and bobs going on over on the wall.  Strange little noises in the house.  By the next day my mum was exhausted, she was an emotional wreck.’

They went to their neighbour’s home, hoping that the good sense of Vic and Peggy Nottingham would help them to explain what they were experiencing.  Vic was, according to Margaret, a man who ‘weren’t scared of nothing.’  He was a builder, and held little truck with things that would go bump in the night.

‘I went in there and I couldn’t make out the noises.  I went upstairs, and heard this knocking,’ explained Vic.  He went on to describe how the bashing followed him around as he went from room to room.  ‘I started to get a little bit scared,’ admitted the burly builder.  Who would not?

Later, downstairs talking to the family, it was as though the knocking were trying to communicate with them, bashing on the ceiling.

Unsure what else to do, Peggy phoned the police. Two constables arrived.  A lady officer was talking to the family when she too experienced the phenomena.  A chair moved of its own accord.  ‘It came off the floor about half an inch,’ she said, ‘and I saw it slide off to the right about four feet before it came to rest.’

The police officer, in her best TV clipped British voice, explained to news journalists her next move.  She placed a marble on the floor, to see if that too would move.  It did not.  It was safe to conclude that the floor was not tipping at a precarious angle.  Still, she had thought, it was best to check.  As the great (if fictitious) detective Sherlock Holmes once almost said: ‘When everything else has been eliminated what ever is left, however unlikely, must be the truth.’

The police officers checked wires and investigated outside.  They decided it – whatever ‘it’ might be - was beyond them.  Since the forces of law were as helpless as the Hodgsons and their neighbours, Peggy turned to the last resort of the confused and lost, the Daily Mirror.  That left leaning red-top represented the saner side of the tabloid press, less sensationalist than the bigger selling Sun.  The natural home of stories like this, the birth of the short lived Sunday Sport (which once headlined with the story that Elvis had been found alive...living on the moon) was still a decade away.

Yet more legitimacy was granted to the story when photographer Graham Morris and Douglas Bence, a Mirror journalist, arrived.  Such claims as the paper had already received were not, in themselves, that unusual.  People are strange, and some will do anything for a chance of attention or a few pounds of newspaper money.  But the Nottinghams, who had also called the press, told them that the police too had witnessed the strange goings on.  That was enough to secure media interest.

In fact, the journalists thought that they had been hoodwinked.  Although the families were in a state of shock, there was no evidence of ghostly actions.  They were about to drive away when Vic Nottingham rushed out of the house to tell them than the poltergeist, or whatever was causing the havoc, was back.

This time there was plenty to see.  ‘I just put myself back in the corner with a wide angled lens and took pictures of it,’ said Morris. ‘I had no idea what was happening.’

‘There is no question that it was happening,’ said Bence of the objects flying around the room.  Morris was even hit by a flying Lego brick.  Then, another mystery.  The photographs were developed and showed...nothing.  Just a normal suburban room in a normal suburban house.  Inexplicable.

So worried were the journalists about the wellbeing of the Hodgsons that they contacted the Incorporated Society for Physical Research.  The society was created in 1882, broadly speaking to try to explain the inexplicable.  

Maurice Grosse, an inventor, was despatched to investigate.  He promised to stay and help protect the family.  But the strange events continued, and soon the investigator decide that this was not a case he was equipped to tackle alone.  

‘It was horrifying, not something you can fake,’ said psychic investigator Guy Lyon Playfair, who volunteered to join the investigation.  He failed to anticipate quite what his commitment would be.  ‘I thought I’d pop in once or twice,’ he reflected later, ‘and I ended up staying fourteen months.’

The investigators were sure that they had a poltergeist on their hands – a mischievous spirit, not usually intentionally dangerous but something which can remain for days, weeks, months or even years.  Often, a poltergeist takes physical form in a person, and that person is invariably an adolescent girl. Some parapsychologists believe that the girl is themselves the creator of the poltergeist; that it comes from their energy,  Others, that it is the spirit of the dead which takes hold of the child.

One particular incident stirs the memories of the family and investigators alike.  In Peggy’s bedroom was an old, wrought iron fireplace.  In this sat a stately gas fire, connected to the wall with a solid, heavyweight copper pipe.  One day, the entire lot moved.

‘Oh my god, the fireplace is moving,’ Peggy recalled saying.  ‘The fireplace lifted up and went right over the double bed.’

‘There was this vibrating sound; I really thought someone was drilling a hole through the whole house,’ said Playfair. ‘I tore into the bedroom, and there was already quite a commotion.’

Grosse decided that more help was needed.  He contacted the University of London, whose investigator decided to explore the idea that the poltergeist was existing through one of the girls.  The university promptly despatched a student of experimental physics.  He focussed his attention on Janet, and decided to examine whether she had similar skills to the famous spoon bender, Uri Geller.  She was able to bend metal without touching it.  The source of the poltergeist’s presence had been discovered.

The investigators believed that some kind of trauma must have occurred to see the manifestation of these powers.  One was not hard to find, as Janet recalls.

‘Mum and dad were together when we were children but they split up when I was nine or ten years old,’ she explained. ‘It didn’t seem the same once mum and dad split up.’

In fact, it was a much more stressful divorce than Janet’s words might
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