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Introduction

For as long as human beings have been dying, they have been turning into ghosts. Or maybe they haven’t. That’s the great thing about ghosts: nobody knows if they’re real, so they are endlessly entertaining, like Bigfoot or Elon Musk.

Australian history is riddled with ghosts, which is unsurprising given that our nation’s past is filled with violence and sadness and people dying in entertaining ways. Seemingly every country town has at least one ghost knocking about the place, lamenting his or her unfortunate demise and whipping up that peculiar mixture of terror and civic pride that only a local phantasm can produce.

Of course, some towns are more haunted than others, as this book will demonstrate. Kapunda in South Australia and Picton in New South Wales are great examples of hamlets with especially strong paranormal resonances, where the ectoplasm is particularly sticky and around every corner is another spook ready to startle you.

Not that every ghost is an unfriendly one. In these pages you will find ghosts of both the menacing and the kindly types, as well as plenty who have no real agenda beyond wandering in the hinterland between life and death, and making funny noises or giving off odd light.

Why do we love ghosts so much? Why do they fascinate us, obsess us, cause us to write books and songs and movies about them? Why, although we may be scared of them, do we simultaneously find ourselves so attracted to stories about them, and – let’s be honest – hope that those stories are true?

Part of the answer is obvious: ghosts are evidence of life after death. Even the most ghastly ghost story carries within it a seed of hope: that when our body dies, perhaps our soul will carry on existing in some form. That form might be a blood-soaked nightmare stomping around the upper floor of an old pub and banging on innocent people’s doors, but it’s better than nothing.

But besides hope for ourselves, it’s just plain exciting to imagine there is something beyond this world. The material realm is full of interesting stuff,* but it becomes even more thrilling if there’s a whole other universe going on behind the scenes. To think that there could be an invisible presence brushing past you in a corridor; to believe that on a still, moonlit night you could catch sight of a mournful rider galloping through your town; to hope that the shadowy figure on the far side of the cemetery is a lost child from the 19th century and not just a bush … Who can resist the tantalising idea that our world has dimensions that our everyday experience only ever hints at?

In these pages you will come across a dizzying array of ghosts, spooks, phantoms, apparitions, unearthly presences and inexplicable encounters. You will meet tragic lovers, brutalised convicts, gruesome murder victims, unhappy children, miserable asylum inmates and their callous overseers, and even the odd esteemed politician. You will be taken all over Australia, from Queensland’s blazing heat to the chilly greenery of Tasmania, from Western Australia’s splendid isolation to the bustling streets of Melbourne and Sydney. You may believe all the stories contained herein, or you may not. But beyond a doubt, you will come away knowing that wherever the truth lies, there is indeed a hell of a lot of creepy stuff going on out there.

Dim the lights, hold tight to the hand of a loved one and make your way inside …




* The Taj Mahal, the A-Team et cetera.





Nurse Kerry

Ararat, Victoria

Nurses in mental asylums don’t have a great reputation, thanks to One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest’s Nurse Ratched. But it turns out that if there’s one thing scarier than a psychiatric nurse, it’s a psychiatric nurse who has died but refuses to stop bossing you around. So it’s no wonder that generations have had their spines chilled by Nurse Kerry, the stern overseer of Aradale Lunatic Asylum at Ararat, Victoria.

This grim, gigantic institution opened in 1867 and from the beginning operated as if its founders’ primary aim was to provide a compelling backstory for a horror movie. The asylum was so huge that it was essentially a self-sufficient town in its own right, which was very convenient when it came to conducting controversial medical procedures well away from the prying eyes of the kind of fussy pedants who go around trying to shut hospitals down just because they specialise in lopping off bits of people’s brains and shooting massive charges of electricity through them.

It took two signatures to commit someone to Aradale but eight to get someone released, meaning that only lunatics with a high friend-to-enemy ratio ever got out. About 13,000 people died within Aradale’s forbidding walls, so it is no surprise that the place is said to be crawling with ghosts, most of whom combine severe mental illness with a well-justified grudge against society. They are not, in other words, the kind of ghosts you want to take on a picnic.

But the most unnerving phantom of all those resident at Aradale is undoubtedly Nurse Kerry. This conscientious healthcare professional has been spotted by many of the tourists who nowadays pass through the cold corridors of the asylum, her footsteps heard clacking up and down the halls and her starched white uniform a common sight as she makes sure all is in order.

Aradale was closed down in 1998, but Kerry, obviously seeing how tough the job market was for older women, opted to stay on and continue the smooth running of the organisation. Given the buildings are reportedly swarming with unstable and unfriendly spirits, one might think it was almost a comfort to have Kerry around to keep the inmates under control and protect innocent members of the public. However, the impression the nurse gives is not so much a protective one as that she is keen to add those innocent members of the public to the register of patients. Visitors to the electro-shock room report a hot buzzing in the temples, the machinery apparently eager to get back to business. And with Nurse Kerry always watching over you, it’s hard to escape the feeling that she’s eager to strap you down herself.

This is far from the only symptom reported by guests of the asylum. Those who wander into the areas once used for lobotomies claim to suffer intense headaches, which suggests that the staff continue to hang around and do their best, with limited ghostly resources, to keep performing the procedures. Other visitors to the facility report nausea, which is not necessarily a paranormal phenomenon but definitely in sync with the general vibe.

More disturbing, unless you’ve had a big lunch, are the women’s screams that can be heard echoing throughout the corridors of the asylum, and the shadowy figures seen flitting between rooms and around corners. With the misery inflicted on thousands in the place – operations frequently done without anaesthesia, and patients treated less as unfortunate people suffering from serious illness than as unusually large flies under the care of scientists writing papers on the implications of wing detachment – one can assume that very few of those scuttling around the hallways or crying out in the night are happy souls.

Whether they are screaming for relief, begging for mercy, bent on revenge or simply howling in pain, you can be sure they are under the tender loving care of Nurse Kerry. And, should you take the wrong corner on a ghost tour, maybe you will be too.





Behind Adelaide’s Bars

Adelaide, South Australia

A feeling that you’re being watched. Footsteps behind you. Voices in the distance. A hand emerging from an empty cell to slam the slot in the door shut. Adelaide Gaol has all sorts of treats in store for mortals who like to get close to spooks. It opened in 1841, when the South Australian governor realised that not being a penal colony doesn’t guarantee you won’t have any criminals, and operated right up until 1988. That’s a lot of time to accumulate stories, and Adelaide Gaol has some great ones.

Ben Ellis was the prison’s hangman for ten years in the 19th century, and was known as an exceedingly fine one. He had a flawless record of carrying out executions quickly, cleanly and without undue suffering … well, almost flawless. When hanging the murderer Charles Streitman, he got careless. Streitman, not properly prepared by Ellis, dropped, bounced and got caught on the platform. It took him twenty-two agonising minutes to die.

In 1873, Ellis had to hang Elizabeth Woolcock, the only woman ever executed in South Australia. Elizabeth may or may not have been guilty of poisoning her husband, who had violently abused her for years. The death of Elizabeth, just twenty-five years old, shook the hangman and caused him to reflect deeply on his job, and his purpose. Today, Ben Ellis’s ghost walks regularly through Adelaide Gaol, unable to keep still, hoping somehow to beg for forgiveness for the deadly efficiency with which he carried out his task for so long.

The first governor of Adelaide Gaol was William Baker Ashton, a large, spherical man who’d once been a police sergeant in London. His rotund, jolly-looking form suited his reputation for showing kindness and generosity to the inmates at Adelaide. Every year he paid for Christmas dinner for the prisoners out of his own pocket; the gaol became known as ‘Ashton’s Hotel’ thanks to his compassionate treatment. But the merry fat man was laid low by allegations of corruption and drunkenness, and by the time he was cleared by the courts it was three months too late: Ashton had died of a heart attack.

Ashton also haunts the gaol where he once worked, unable to get any rest due to the dreadful injustice under which he died. On stormy nights he can be heard in his old office, moving around non-existent furniture.

And then there’s Frederick Carr. Fred was hanged on 12 November 1929 for the murder of his wife, Maud, who had been found in bed with her throat cut. The case against Fred was strong, but he protested his innocence to the last. ‘The law requires my body, but it cannot have my soul, as I am innocent,’ he said. Nevertheless, he met his end by the noose.

By the stairs of the New Building of Adelaide Gaol, Fred Carr is a regular sight. Well dressed and cordial, he is reported to be far from an angry or vengeful spirit, despite the death he considered unjust. Indeed, those who’ve met him say he seems motivated more by friendly curiosity than anything else, simply enjoying meeting new people and taking an interest in them. As prison ghosts go, he is one of the more amiable.

The oddest thing about Fred Carr’s ghost – and the thing that, despite his cheerful demeanour, could be said to make him just a little bit terrifying – is that he used to appear without a face. Well turned out, certainly, and well spoken, too – but minus a face. Until, that is, November of the year 2000, when he was seen with face present and correct and, moreover, sporting a big smile. Fred’s face was back, and he was quite chuffed by the development.

Why did Fred Carr go faceless for seventy-three years after his death, and why was it suddenly restored to him? Nobody knows, and it seems likely nobody will ever know. It’s just another mystery that lives within the walls of the old Adelaide Gaol.





The Young and Jackson Hotel

Melbourne, Victoria

Young and Jackson’s is a Melbourne institution. Established in 1861 on the corner of Flinders and Swanston streets, across the road from the grandeur of Flinders Street Station, it continues to do a bustling trade with thirsty locals, commuters and tourists alike. One of its most famous attractions is Chloé, a painting of an attractive and unclothed young lady by Jules Joseph Lefebvre. After creating an uproar in late-1800s Australian society, which was scandalised by the hitherto unsuspected revelation that women have nipples, the demure maiden was purchased by the hotel and has hung in the bar ever since.

There is, however, an even more intriguing young woman associated with the pub. If she is less likely to cause an uproar at an exhibition, this lady is certainly more apt to turn your hair white if you happen to run into her while dropping in for a schooner after work.

With a history dating back to the Victorian gold rush, in the days when Melbourne was a wild and rowdy town whose citizens engaged in the noble traditions of – depending on social status – drunken disorder and moralistic tongue-clicking as enthusiastically as any upright denizens of a colonial frontier town, the Young and Jackson Hotel has played host to some colourful characters – and some macabre deeds. Evidence of the latter can be witnessed on certain dark nights by a lamppost outside the hotel’s doors.

It is here, leaning against that post, that you can see a lovely young woman, perhaps waiting for a late-night rendezvous, perhaps on her way home from one. Wherever she is headed, there is no doubt that she is uncommonly beautiful. Attired in elegant Victorian garb, she might be a tourist attraction in herself – in fact, one might easily believe her to be an employee of Young and Jackson’s, hired to promote the hotel as a destination of historical significance and old-world charm.

You may feel compelled to approach her, to get a better look at her loveliness, or perhaps with a chivalrous urge to offer assistance as she stands lonely and winsome in the pool of light. Perhaps you sense a beckoning in her gaze. You would be well advised to resist, however, for as you get closer you will become aware of a detail that was not at first apparent: this beautiful young lady standing in the lamplight has had her throat slit from ear to ear. The shocking red slash glints in the light like a clown’s grin, as her despairing eyes lock onto yours and her mouth opens in a silent cry.*

Who is this unhappy young woman? Nobody knows. Just one of the hundreds of thousands who have passed in and out of Young and Jackson’s over the decades; doubtless she is not the only one who met a tragic fate on the dark and dangerous city streets. If she wants anything from us, she either can’t or won’t let us know. She simply stands there, watching the people go by, striking terror into the hearts of anyone foolish enough to seek a closer look at her pretty countenance just by displaying the gruesome fact of her demise. As Chloé hangs inside, the object of admiration and adoration by the masses, she languishes outside, alone and forgotten, but determined to find someone to remind.

If she has any message to give to us, perhaps it is just that, if you’ve had a big night at Young and Jackson’s, you should not linger on your way home – for outside the bubble of bonhomie and warmth lies a cold trail of lonely blood.



* You probably won’t see this bit, of course, as you’ll already be running frantically in the opposite direction.





Ghosts of Port Arthur

Port Arthur, Tasmania

You don’t have to try hard to sense the ghosts of the Port Arthur Historic Site. The former denizens of the old convict settlement close in around you, insistent and suffocating, as soon as you arrive. If you can’t see or hear them, you can feel them: the souls of thousands of the tortured, the abused and the murdered. The very air is weighted and perfumed with the pain and anger and sadness of a place built specifically to inflict those very things.

Port Arthur was where the British Empire sent the ‘worst of the worst’ of its convicts, and where the worst of the worst punishments were carried out. There were floggings and hangings, but it was also a place where authorities experimented with more innovative punishments. Like the ‘Silent System’, which sought to reform the criminal character through sensory deprivation. The convict had a hood placed over his head and was kept in solitary confinement for twenty-three hours a day, in a room with soundproofed walls. On Sundays, they went to church – with masks on. With no light and no sound, many prisoners went mad – just another string to Port Arthur’s hellish bow.

Walking through Port Arthur – the prison, the lunatic asylum, the Commandant’s House – one can feel the jostling of desperate spirits, yoked to the site that broke them. The ‘worst of the worst’ they were – except that some were far from hardened criminals. Among the brutes and the monsters were the mentally ill, the plain unlucky, the men who had pushed back against the wrong warden at their last prison. In some cases they were children: boys as young as nine were sent to Port Arthur. Some have been spotted more lately there, standing at windows, staring out and lurking in corners of the old sleeping quarters.

Some of the most fearsome hauntings can be found in the punishment cells at the ‘Separate Prison’, those dark, noiseless dungeons where the Silent System was enacted. In these cells, where men were kept for as long as thirty days, many visitors have felt hands upon them when they entered. Some have had their throats gripped; on occasion, red scratches appear. Others have been grabbed or pushed. The cells are small and, after all these years, apparently crowded with spirits.

The ghosts of Port Arthur are inescapable. At the Commandant’s House, lights swing back and forth without a breath of wind, an old woman sits in a rocking chair and children run between rooms. At the old asylum, voices mutter and moan, chains clank and floorboards creak with no one walking upon them. In the prison complex, living visitors feel invisible inmates brush against them and occasionally whisper in their ears.

Today, people travel to Port Arthur specifically to see ghosts. They step into the punishment cells hoping to be pummelled or thrown against a wall. They wander through the halls hoping to hear the voices of doomed men cry out to them. They turn cameras up to the windows hoping to see the sad faces of children looking back at them. They cross their fingers that, while they are there, a cold wind will blow through the old prison and set the fittings rattling. It’s one way of finding the silver lining.

One thing is for sure: the ghosts at Port Arthur are not the happy sort. The poltergeists are not playful. The spectres do not smile on visitors. When you feel the icy fingers of the prison’s phantoms close around your wrist or tug on your clothes, they are not reaching out to make friends. These ghosts are the lonely echoes of atrocity, grasping frantically at whoever and whatever passes by them, in the hope that there’s a way out of the endless torment in which they are trapped.

There never is. Two centuries and more of misery are woven into the fabric of Port Arthur, and while the tourists come and go, and snap their photographs, the ghosts continue to mourn their own suffering.





Room 302

Brisbane, Queensland

They call it Room 302, the small collection of rooms deep within Brisbane’s City Hall. Why do ‘they’ call it Room 302 when it comprises several rooms rather than one? Is it because they saw The Shining and realised it was way cooler for a haunting to occur in a specific room with a specific number, rather than, say, ‘It happened in a small collection of rooms’? There’s no way to be sure, because nobody knows who ‘they’ are. ‘They’ are a secretive bunch, and god knows what ‘they’ get up to when we’re not looking. But all this is beside the point, which is …

That the little group of rooms in City Hall is called Room 302, and it’s a spooky enough name for a spooky enough place. It was once used as a darkroom, which is one of the spookiest uses for a room to have, what with the darkness and the menacing red lighting and the ever-present possibility that as you’re hanging up the new prints you will spot something terrifying in the corner of one of the photos, something shocking, something that chills you to the bone and yet, at the same time, causes the whole horrible business to make a dreadful, sickening kind of sense, something that …

You take my point. But Room 302 was spooky even before people started soaking paper in magic water that made amazing images appear from nowhere. It was in the 1950s that the stories started to be heard from the good workers of the Brisbane City Council.

Stories of sudden blasts of cold air – hitherto unknown in Brisbane. Stories of footsteps – which had hitherto been known in Brisbane but were slightly unusual, because they were being heard in places where there weren’t any feet.

And most of all, stories of a presence. It’s hard to define exactly what a presence is, but it’s like pornography: you know it when you see it. Or rather, when you don’t see it. A presence isn’t seen or heard, it is felt. The air becoming heavier, a buzzing in your head, a strange and oppressive sensation that you are being watched. It’s an energy, one that makes the hair on the back of your neck stand on end and your flesh crawl. It’s the utter conviction that you’re not alone, even when you are. It’s feeling like you’re the girl who’s gone down to the basement to investigate a weird noise, and the music is getting really tense. And what’s worse: you’re only in your underwear and you’re not a virgin.

That’s how people felt when they went into Room 302, and there was a perfectly reasonable explanation for that – and by ‘perfectly reasonable’, I mean ‘horrible’.

As I mentioned, it was in the 1950s that people began to sense the oppressive horror of Room 302 and hear the phantom footsteps. And it was in the 1940s that the source of that horror could be found. For it was then that a caretaker in Brisbane City Hall had become so fed up with the low pay and the long hours and the loneliness and the terrible state of his marriage and the absence of really high-quality cultural pursuits in South East Queensland at the time that he gave up the ghost.

Or rather, he did the exact opposite of giving up the ghost: he killed himself, which actually brought the ghost into being. And though he never showed himself to anyone visually, he let everyone know he was there, trapped mournfully in the bowels of City Hall by the act he’d hoped would release him from the world for good.

The caretaker’s successors in the role eventually took action: after years of reports of the nightmarish quality of Room 302, that section of the building was sealed shut, so as to prevent the scarification of staff going about their daily business. Which was all well and good, but if you wanted to protect people from spooks at Brisbane City Hall, you’d have to do better than shutting up Room 302. But that’s another story …





The Pearl Buyer of Broome

Broome, Western Australia

As a rule, the mainstream Christian religions are quite strict when it comes to which ghosts are real and which aren’t. The Holy Ghost, for example: real. Patrick Swayze in the film Ghost: not real. Thus it was that the first Anglican bishop of North West Australia, Gerard Trower – a man who already had his share of troubles, what with his job title being so unwieldy – suffered quite a shock when he moved into the Bishop’s Palace in Broome and found himself with a somewhat disconcerting housemate.

Late one night, early in his residence, Bishop Trower awoke to find his bedroom awash with an unearthly light. The illumination emanated from a man who had, rather impolitely, entered his bedchamber without so much as a by-your-leave. The bishop would later describe him as being dressed in a rabbi’s garb, which must’ve only added to the complicated religious questions the apparition was causing Trower to contemplate.

The ghostly rabbi didn’t speak or interact with the bedroom’s current resident. He simply strolled about as if he owned the place, for which there was quite a good explanation: once upon a time, he had.

The man seen by Bishop Trower was Abraham de Vahl Davis, and the story of how he ended up in the bishop’s bedroom – in a state that could be described as less than optimally corporeal – is also the story of Australia’s worst ever civilian maritime disaster.

The SS Koombana is known as ‘Australia’s Titanic’: not just for the incredibly luxurious nature of the ship itself, nor for the appalling loss of life its sinking brought about, nor for the incredible popularity of its theme song. For the Koombana, like the Titanic, sank in 1912. In fact, it sank around 20 March, nearly a month before the Titanic – so if anything, the Titanic should be known as ‘Britain’s Koombana’, and it’s only racism that means it isn’t. But I digress.

When the Koombana sank north of Port Hedland, Abraham de Vahl Davis was on board, and in possession of a rather special item: the fabled Roseate Pearl. The history of this pearl was a bloody and sordid one, and exactly the kind of thing that generally ends up with ghosts in bishops’ bedrooms.

The Roseate Pearl was a pearl of uncommon size and beauty, which got its name from the fact that it was both a pearl and roseate. It was discovered by a West Australian pearl diver many years earlier, but had been stolen from him by a fellow diver, in a scene very reminiscent of the theft of the One Ring from Déagol by Sméagol in JRR Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings.* The pearl was later taken from the second diver by two Chinese gangsters, who were then hanged for murder – the murder being unrelated to the pearl. Or was it? The pearl was acquiring a reputation for bringing misery and woe to whoever held it – again, very Tolkien – and it’s hard to say whether any misfortune was truly ‘unrelated’.

After the execution of the Chinese men, the Roseate Pearl was sold to an unfortunate fellow who promptly suffered a fatal heart attack, and then passed to an even less fortunate fellow who had the pearl stolen from him and then killed himself. You’ll begin to sense the pattern. The pearl, in a nutshell,† was bad news. In 1905 it came into the possession of the pearl dealer Mark Liebglid, who was subsequently found facedown in the ocean off Broome, and not recreationally – he’d been bashed to death and thrown into the water.

The pearl continued its haphazard trail of destruction, being sold by a Filipino man to finance his voyage home. The Filipino died as soon as he got there, and the man he sold it to committed suicide after the pearl was stolen from him. By now all this was getting kind of monotonous, so it’s no wonder the pearl decided to change things up a little.

Abraham de Vahl Davis, a prosperous pearl dealer who also liked to moonlight as a rabbi for reasons that, through the mists of history, aren’t that easy to discern, bought the Roseate Pearl for £20,000* in Port Hedland and hopped on the SS Koombana, bound for his home in Broome.

But he never got there. Not in physical form, anyway. Like everyone else on board the Koombana, he went to the bottom of the Indian Ocean. Like no one else on board the Koombana, though, he did make it home in his own way. For the Bishop’s Palace had once been Davis’s own house, so it was no wonder he wound up wandering around it in his rabbi’s gear; clearly, Bishop Trower had caught Davis on one of his more spiritual evenings, causing the old man severe ecumenical palpitations.

And his spectral presence, without explanation, left open one of Australia’s greatest mysteries: did the Roseate Pearl even exist?

That’s right. For all the tragedy and woe that it wrought, for all the death and destruction that accompanied it, nobody knows whether this legendary pearl was actually a thing. And most likely we never will, for if it did exist, it’s been returned to the sea whence it came, and the only one who knows the truth is a transparent rabbi stalking the halls of the Bishop’s Palace, wondering where it all went wrong.



* If that helps you picture it.

† Or oyster shell, more pertinently.

* In today’s terms, between $8 and $14.





The Phantom of Government House

Hobart, Tasmania

Government House, Hobart, is an imposing old pile. Built in the 1850s, it possesses a grandeur that almost seems a bit out of character for Tasmania, the gingerbread cottage of Australian states. From its sweeping lawns and fountains to its stunning stonework and intricately carved gargoyles, to its spectacular ballroom and elegant drawing room, it is the very picture of colonial splendour.

No doubt Admiral Sir Thomas Hugh Binney, KCB, KCMG, DSO,* thought it a most fitting residence when he and his wife, Elizabeth, moved in on Christmas Eve 1945. The governorship of Tasmania was a marvellous Christmas present for the admiral, who had served with distinction in the Royal Navy before settling down to a quiet life of doing whatever it is that governors do.†

But as pretty much always happens when people move into a big fancy house, shit started getting weird as soon as convenient.

The first inkling that the grand Gothic Revival mansion might be having a Gothic revival came when the houseman‡ George Heron caught sight of … something at the end of a long hallway. That’s another problem with these big houses: long hallways. They make it difficult to know exactly what you’ve seen walking briskly across a doorway down the other end of one. Heron was never sure what he’d spied in that hallway, but there was absolutely no doubt that it was possible he might’ve definitely seen a potential ghost. For sure.

Heron’s vision could just have been written off as one of those crazy hallucinations so typical of the average houseman, had not spooky doings continued to make themselves known. One evening, Lady Binney saw the faithful Heron walking down a corridor. Which would not be a big deal normally, except that the faithful Heron was, at the time, downstairs in the kitchen. Who did Lady Binney see? Someone else who worked at the house? Okay, that is possible – but it’s still weird, right? How many times must people see people wandering halls where there are no people before people say, ‘Yeah, nah, ghost’? More than twice?

The question is moot, because if the fleeting sightings of hall-walkers weren’t enough, the eeriness of Government House was about to move into high gear.

One night Lady Binney was kicking around the house, perhaps having donned some comfy trackie daks, when she did what people of the post-war period frequently did in their own homes: she walked from one room into another.

The room was empty, to begin with. There is no doubt whatsoever about that. Lady Binney had just been in there, and she knew for a fact that there was not a single soul in that room. Or, at least, there was not a single body in that room. Whether there was a single soul was a question that became a lot more complicated when Lady Binney heard, clear as a bell, a voice ringing out loudly and confidently. A voice that cried, ‘A quarter past eleven!’

And that was the eerie thing …

For the fact is, it was not a quarter past eleven. It was, in fact, only just gone ten.

Lady Binney was paralysed with terror. Disembodied voices were one thing, but what possible reason could any spectral presence have for deliberately misleading people as to the correct time? What dark business did this phantom have that required residents of Government House to believe it was seventy-five minutes later than it really was? One shudders to imagine, as Lady Binney did on that dreadful night when she came face to non-face with this malevolent and chronologically misleading spirit.

The mystery of the ghost of Government House has never been resolved, and he has remained in that room, calling out the wrong time, over the decades. Some believe that if he ever calls out ‘A quarter past eleven’ when it actually is a quarter past eleven, his restless soul will finally be at peace, and he will fade from the earthly realm. Others believe that this is nonsense that some idiot just made up. But whatever the truth of the Hobart phantasm – be he deceased former governor, unlucky home invader or simply a passer-by with a broken watch – he’s certainly one of the most interesting things ever to happen in Tasmania.



* I know, it’s a bit much, isn’t it?

† Brace yourself: it’s not a lot.

‡ A houseman is a vice-regal position in a governor’s household that is best defined as ‘a man who is in a house’.





The Liftman

Brisbane, Queensland

The elevator in Brisbane City Hall was notorious for mechanical difficulties. It would become stuck between floors. The doors would malfunction. On more than one occasion, fires broke out in the lift well. The problems started back in the 1930s. The culprit, they said, was the ghostly liftman who rode the elevator.

On 31 October 1935 – Halloween, as it happened – George Edward Betts left his Bardon home at 7am. He cheerfully bade his wife farewell, kissing her on the cheek and mentioning that he’d be dropping in to see the doctor on his way to work.* A building contractor, George Betts was working on a construction project. He arrived on site and worked through the morning. At lunchtime, he changed his clothes and told his workmates that he had to head into the city. This was no surprise – he had already indicated that he had to visit City Hall to pay for a water connection at another site he’d been working on.

They say it is the ghost of a lift operator who committed suicide, or perhaps died in a ghastly accident, jumping from the clock tower of City Hall, or being crushed by his own elevator. Ever since, they say, he rides the lift and causes trouble.

At 2.15pm, City Hall lift attendant George Jones welcomed two people into his lift and took them up to the observation landing at the top of the tower. One was a woman whose name remains unknown. The other
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