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About Le Fanu:

Sheridan Le Fanu was born at No. 45 Lower Dominick Steet,
Dublin, into a literary family of Huguenot origins. Both his
grandmother Alicia Sheridan Le Fanu and his great-uncle Richard
Brinsley Sheridan were playwrights. His niece Rhoda Broughton would
become a very successful novelist. Within a year of his birth his
family moved to the Royal Hibernian Military School in Phoenix
Park, where his father, an Anglican clergyman, was the chaplain of
the establishment. Phoenix Park and the adjacent village and parish
church of Chapelizod were to feature in Le Fanu's later stories. Le
Fanu studied law at Trinity College in Dublin, where he was elected
Auditor of the College Historical Society. He was called to the bar
in 1839, but he never practised and soon abandoned law for
journalism. In 1838 he began contributing stories to the Dublin
University Magazine, including his first ghost story, entitled "A
Strange Event in the Life of Schalken the Painter" (1839). He
became owner of several newspapers from 1840, including the Dublin
Evening Mail and the Warder. In 1844 Le Fanu married Susanna
Bennett, the daughter of a leading Dublin barrister. In 1847 he
supported John Mitchell and Thomas Meagher in their campaign
against the indifference of the Government to the Irish Famine. His
support cost him the nomination as Tory MP for County Carlow in
1852. His personal life also became difficult at this time, as his
wife Susanna suffered from increasing neurotic symptoms. She died
in 1858 in unclear circumstances, and anguished excerpts from Le
Fanu's diaries suggest that he felt guilt as well as loss. However,
it was only after her death that, becoming something of a recluse,
he devoted himself full time to writing. In 1861 he became the
editor and proprietor of the Dublin University Magazine and he
began exploiting double exposure: serializing in the Dublin
University Magazine and then revising for the English market. The
House by the Churchyard and Wylder's Hand were both published in
this way. After the lukewarm reviews of the former novel, set in
the Phoenix Park area of Dublin, Le Fanu signed a contract with
Richard Bentley, his London publisher, which specified that future
novels be stories "of an English subject and of modern times", a
step Bentley thought necessary in order for Le Fanu to satisfy the
English audience. Le Fanu succeeded in this aim in 1864, with the
publication of Uncle Silas, which he set in Derbyshire. In his very
last short stories, however, Le Fanu returned to Irish folklore as
an inspiration and encouraged his friend Patrick Kennedy to
contribute folklore to the D.U.M. Le Fanu died in his native Dublin
on February 7, 1873. Today there is a road in Ballyfermot, near his
childhood home in south-west Dublin, named after him. 








About thirty years ago I was selected by two rich old maids to
visit a property in that part of Lancashire which lies near the
famous forest of Pendle, with which Mr. Ainsworth's "Lancashire
Witches" has made us so pleasantly familiar. My business was to
make partition of a small property, including a house and demesne,
to which they had a long time before succeeded as co-heiresses.

The last forty miles of my journey I was obliged to post,
chiefly by cross-roads, little known, and less frequented, and
presenting scenery often extremely interesting and pretty. The
picturesqueness of the landscape was enhanced by the season, the
beginning of September, at which I was travelling.

I had never been in this part of the world before; I am told it
is now a great deal less wild, and, consequently, less
beautiful.

At the inn where I had stopped for a relay of horses and some
dinner—for it was then past five o'clock—I found the host, a hale
old fellow of five-and-sixty, as he told me, a man of easy and
garrulous benevolence, willing to accommodate his guests with any
amount of talk, which the slightest tap sufficed to set flowing, on
any subject you pleased.

I was curious to learn something about Barwyke, which was the
name of the demesne and house I was going to. As there was no inn
within some miles of it, I had written to the steward to put me up
there, the best way he could, for a night.

The host of the "Three Nuns," which was the sign under which he
entertained wayfarers, had not a great deal to tell. It was twenty
years, or more, since old Squire Bowes died, and no one had lived
in the Hall ever since, except the gardener and his wife.

"Tom Wyndsour will be as old a man as myself; but he's a bit
taller, and not so much in flesh, quite," said the fat
innkeeper.

"But there were stories about the house," I repeated, "that they
said, prevented tenants from coming into it?"

"Old wives' tales; many years ago, that will be, sir; I forget
'em; I forget 'em all. Oh yes, there always will be, when a house
is left so; foolish folk will always be talkin'; but I hadn't heard
a word about it this twenty year."

It was vain trying to pump him; the old landlord of the "Three
Nuns," for some reason, did not choose to tell tales of Barwyke
Hall, if he really did, as I suspected, remember them.

I paid my reckoning, and resumed my journey, well pleased with
the good cheer of that old-world inn, but a little
disappointed.

We had been driving for more than an hour, when we began to
cross a wild common; and I knew that, this passed, a quarter of an
hour would bring me to the door of Barwyke Hall.

The peat and furze were pretty soon left behind; we were again
in the wooded scenery that I enjoyed so much, so entirely natural
and pretty, and so little disturbed by traffic of any kind. I was
looking from the chaise-window, and soon detected the object of
which, for some time, my eye had been in search. Barwyke Hall was a
large, quaint house, of that cage-work fashion known as
"black-and-white," in which the bars and angles of an oak framework
contrast, black as ebony, with the white plaster that overspreads
the masonry built into its interstices. This steep-roofed
Elizabethan house stood in the midst of park-like grounds of no
great extent, but rendered imposing by the noble stature of the old
trees that now cast their lengthening shadows eastward over the
sward, from the declining sun.

The park-wall was grey with age, and in many places laden with
ivy. In deep grey shadow, that contrasted with the dim fires of
evening reflected on the foliage above it, in a gentle hollow,
stretched a lake that looked cold and black, and seemed, as it
were, to skulk from observation with a guilty knowledge.

I had forgot that there was a lake at Barwyke; but the moment
this caught my eye, like the cold polish of a snake in the shadow,
my instinct seemed to recognize something dangerous, and I knew
that the lake was connected, I could not remember how, with the
story I had heard of this place in my boyhood.

I drove up a grass-grown avenue, under the boughs of these noble
trees, whose foliage, dyed in autumnal red and yellow, returned the
beams of the western sun gorgeously.

We drew up at the door. I got out, and had a good look at the
front of the house; it was a large and melancholy mansion, with
signs of long neglect upon it; great wooden shutters, in the old
fashion, were barred, outside, across the windows; grass, and even
nettles, were growing thick on the courtyard, and a thin moss
streaked the timber beams; the plaster was discoloured by time and
weather, and bore great russet and yellow stains. The gloom was
increased by several grand old trees that crowded close about the
house.

I mounted the steps, and looked round; the dark lake lay near me
now, a little to the left. It was not large; it may have covered
some ten or twelve acres; but it added to the melancholy of the
scene. Near the centre of it was a small island, with two old ash
trees, leaning toward each other, their pensive images reflected in
the stirless water. The only cheery influence in this scene of
antiquity, solitude, and neglect was that the house and landscape
were warmed with the ruddy western beams. I knocked, and my summons
resounded hollow and ungenial in my ear; and the bell, from far
away, returned a deep-mouthed and surly ring, as if it resented
being roused from a score years' slumber.

A light-limbed, jolly-looking old fellow, in a barracan jacket
and gaiters, with a smile of welcome, and a very sharp, red nose,
that seemed to promise good cheer, opened the door with a
promptitude that indicated a hospitable expectation of my
arrival.

There was but little light in the hall, and that little lost
itself in darkness in the background. It was very spacious and
lofty, with a gallery running round it, which, when the door was
open, was visible at two or three points. Almost in the dark my new
acquaintance led me across this wide hall into the room destined
for my reception. It was spacious, and wainscoted up to the
ceiling. The furniture of this capacious chamber was old-fashioned
and clumsy. There were curtains still to the windows, and a piece
of Turkey carpet lay upon the floor; those windows were two in
number, looking out, through the trunks of the trees close to the
house, upon the lake. It needed all the fire, and all the pleasant
associations of my entertainer's red nose, to light up this
melancholy chamber. A door at its farther end admitted to the room
that was prepared for my sleeping apartment. It was wainscoted,
like the other. It had a four-post bed, with heavy tapestry
curtains, and in other respects was furnished in the same old-world
and ponderous style as the other room. Its window, like those of
that apartment, looked out upon the lake.

Sombre and sad as these rooms were, they were yet scrupulously
clean. I had nothing to complain of; but the effect was rather
dispiriting. Having given some directions about supper—a pleasant
incident to look forward to—and made a rapid toilet, I called on my
friend with the gaiters and red nose (Tom Wyndsour) whose
occupation was that of a "bailiff," or under-steward, of the
property, to accompany me, as we had still an hour or so of sun and
twilight, in a walk over the grounds.

It was a sweet autumn evening, and my guide, a hardy old fellow,
strode at a pace that tasked me to keep up with.

Among clumps of trees at the northern boundary of the demesne we
lighted upon the little antique parish church. I was looking down
upon it, from an eminence, and the park-wall interposed; but a
little way down was a stile affording access to the road, and by
this we approached the iron gate of the churchyard. I saw the
church door open; the sexton was replacing his pick, shovel, and
spade, with which he had just been digging a grave in the
churchyard, in their little repository under the stone stair of the
tower. He was a polite, shrewd little hunchback, who was very happy
to show me over the church. Among the monuments was one that
interested me; it was erected to commemorate the very Squire Bowes
from whom my two old maids had inherited the house and estate of
Barwyke. It spoke of him in terms of grandiloquent eulogy, and
informed the Christian reader that he had died, in the bosom of the
Church of England, at the age of seventy-one.

I read this inscription by the parting beams of the setting sun,
which disappeared behind the horizon just as we passed out from
under the porch.

"Twenty years since the Squire died," said I, reflecting as I
loitered still in the churchyard.

"Ay, sir; 'twill be twenty year the ninth o' last month."

"And a very good old gentleman?"

"Good-natured enough, and an easy gentleman he was, sir; I don't
think while he lived he ever hurt a fly," acquiesced Tom Wyndsour.
"It ain't always easy sayin' what's in 'em though, and what they
may take or turn to afterwards; and some o' them sort, I think,
goes mad."

"You don't think he was out of his mind?" I asked.

"He? La! no; not he, sir; a bit lazy, mayhap, like other old
fellows; but a knew devilish well what he was about."

Tom Wyndsour's account was a little enigmatical; but, like old
Squire Bowes, I was "a bit lazy" that evening, and asked no more
questions about him.

We got over the stile upon the narrow road that skirts the
churchyard. It is overhung by elms more than a hundred years old,
and in the twilight, which now prevailed, was growing very dark. As
side-by-side we walked along this road, hemmed in by two loose
stone-like walls, something running towards us in a zig-zag line
passed us at
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