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FORMS or APPARITIONS. If seen, DO NOT MOVE AND ON NO ACCOUNT APPROACH THE FIGURE. Note exact method of appearance. Observe figure carefully, watch all movements, rate and manner of progression etc. Note duration of appearance, colour, form, size, how dressed, and whether solid or transparent. If carrying camera with film ready for exposing, quietly ‘snap’ the figure, but make no sound and do not move. If figure speaks, do not approach, but ascertain name, age, sex, origin, cause of visit, if in trouble, and possible alleviation. Inquire if it is a spirit. Ask figure to return, suggesting exact time and place. Do not move until figure disappears. Note exact method of vanishing. If through an open door, quietly follow. If through solid object (such as wall), ascertain if still visible on other side. Make the very fullest notes of the incident.



Extract from Harry Price, The Alleged Haunting of B– Rectory: Instructions for Observers (London: University of London Council for Psychic Investigation, 1937), p. 5.
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PREFACE

At midnight the lights went out. The house was plunged into darkness. Torches snapped on. The team were in place. Equipment tested. Sensors placed in the key locations. Outside doors locked and bolted. The ghost hunt had begun. What answers would the night bring? What terrors?

Everyone loves a good ghost story. That, in a nutshell, was how this book began. But it is a testament to current trends and the perspicacity of my editor that it became ‘everyone loves a good ghost hunt’. When the first ‘ghost hunters’, such as Elliott O’Donnell, wrote about their exploits these were still good old ghost stories with the underlying assumption that ghosts were the spirits of the departed (or occasionally demons). Everyone knew what a ghost was and consequently few wanted actively to seek them out. But times have changed.

Do you believe in ghosts? It is a question that I often ask myself and I am sure that you have asked it of yourself, too. If you do not believe in ghosts yourself, then the chances are that the person sitting next to you on the bus, on the train, or at work, does. And if you have not seen a ghost yourself, then the chances are that you know someone who has. Not to speak of my own strange experiences, simply mentioning that I was writing this book elicited many personal accounts of the supernatural. To name just two, there was a haunted house in Aberdeenshire with moving furniture, footsteps and evil presences; and a woman in Germany who, after a teenage out-of-body experience, witnessed two crisis apparitions of the recently deceased, one a close childhood friend, the other a neighbour she barely knew.1

There has been a huge surge in books, television programmes, films and websites exploring the reality or otherwise of the spirit world. Not since the founding of the Ghost Club (1862) and the Society for Psychical Research (1882) has ghost hunting been this popular. Television and the internet, in particular, have fuelled this new level of interest, creating a modern media phenomenon that spans the globe. Clicks and viewing figures are in the millions. The demand for information is high. But good information is scarce.

Ghost hunting guides cover almost every corner of the world – well, mostly the UK and USA. There are shelf-fulls of ghost hunting titles from classics such as Andrew Green’s seminal Ghost Hunting: A Practical Guide to the faintly ridiculous, although far be it from me to suggest that The Girl’s Ghost Hunting Guide falls into this category. Even Top Gear’s James May covers ghost hunting in his book Man Lab alongside repairing dripping taps. Why does anyone need yet another one? As I said, good information is scarce.2

The book is structured in a way to take you through the process of ghost hunting, from initially weighing the first report, to choosing equipment, and investigating and identifying the phenomena, with an analysis of the best places to go looking, supposed methods of contacting the spirit world, how to explain paranormal activity and, crucially, how to survive the encounter.

However, this is not just a book about how to hunt ghosts. It is also about ‘ghost hunting’ itself. I have plumbed the cavernous archives of the Society for Psychical Research to draw on 130 years of research and reached back even further into history to find the earliest ghost stories. I have interviewed those calling themselves ghost hunters today to find out what their views, motivations and experiences are, for what I called the Ghost Hunting Survey (GHS).

There is much new and original research here into identifying and categorizing the paranormal phenomena of ghosts and hauntings, especially using statistics to map and circumnavigate this nebulous world. For the purposes of this book I also conducted what I called the Preliminary Survey of Hauntings (PSH). This was an analysis of 923 reported phenomena from 263 locations across the UK. I fear that I may have gone beyond providing simply a ‘brief guide’, but this work – any work on this subject – must fall short of being encyclopedic.

A word should be said on the style of the book itself. I have tried to present ghosts and ghost hunting in as objective a manner as possible, but this is an emotive subject with ardent supporters on both sides of the belief/disbelief divide. Sometimes I will present a story as it is, despite the obvious problems, but this should not be taken to mean that there are not obvious problems. I frequently throw in words such as ‘allegedly’ and ‘supposedly’ to indicate that the phenomena under investigation here are not proven, but where I may have omitted such words out of weariness at their over-use the reader can easily insert them.

After studying all of the evidence it is almost impossible for me to say, finally, what ghosts are and whether I ‘believe’ in them, but after all that was not the purpose of the book. Many of the explanations examined here seem to work at least some of the time even when they are contradictory. It is no wonder that mainstream science largely refuses to deal with the subject: it is too complicated. As Daniel Defoe observed many years ago, ‘Of all the arcana of the invisible world I know no one thing about which more has been said, and less understood, than this of apparition.’3 Without trying to convince you of any viewpoint, this book is intended to help you understand more.

L.R.
Staudernheim
21 December 2012



 

 

‘Mortui vivos docent’ (‘The dead teach the living’)


1
PREPARE

It first began in a haunted house with groaning and rattling chains. It had to. All the stuff of the stereotypes was there from the start. The house was in Athens. The time: about two thousand years ago. The Roman writer Pliny the Younger (61 ce–c. 112 ce) described it as a capacious residence, but entirely undesirable:

In the dead of the night a noise, resembling the clashing of iron, was frequently heard, which, if you listened more attentively, sounded like the rattling of chains, distant at first, but approaching nearer by degrees: immediately afterwards a spectre appeared in the form of an old man, of extremely emaciated and squalid appearance, with a long beard and dishevelled hair, rattling the chains on his feet and hands.1

The occupants of the house were terrified. Their nightly rest was instead a roller-coaster ride through Hell. Fear and exhaustion broke down their health. Illness and death followed. The house was abandoned. No one who knew of its reputation wanted it – and that was the whole of Athens – but a notice was pasted up informing all and sundry that the house was for rent or outright sale.

The philosopher Athenodorus (c. 74 bce–7 ce) had then just arrived in the city and, taking a liking to what must have been a grand villa, inquired of the price. Suspicious of the low sum being asked, he nevertheless took the property. He would soon discover why it was so cheap.

Sitting up late one night, writing, Athenodorus heard the approaching rattle of iron. Looking up, he saw the wasted figure of the spectre. It seemed to see him, too, and beckoned for him to follow. Athenodorus had not quite finished his work and held up his hand to show that the spirit should wait. Athenodorus returned to his papers. Growing impatient, the ghost rattled his chains loudly over the philosopher’s head. Again Athenodorus looked up. Again the ghost beckoned. This time Athenodorus took up the lamp and rose to follow it.

‘The ghost,’ wrote Pliny, ‘slowly stalked along, as if encumbered with its chains.’ It reached a certain point in the grounds and then vanished. Athenodorus had the forethought to mark the spot with a heap of grass and leaves so that he could find it in the morning. The next day he advised the magistrates of the situation, recommending that they should order the spot to be dug up. This they did, and under Athenodorus’s marker the skeleton of a man bound in chains was unearthed. ‘The body,’ according to Pliny, ‘having lain a considerable time in the ground, was putrefied and mouldered away from the fetters.’

The remains were gathered together and publicly reburied with ‘the proper ceremonies’. The ghost was seen no more.

If it is not a personal experience, then it is the ghost story that brings most people to ghost hunting. Pliny himself was pondering the existence of ghosts after some unusual events had occurred in his household. Were ghosts real, or only ‘the visionary impressions of a terrified imagination’, he wondered. He was aware that he had to rely upon the testimony of others for the authenticity of this tale, but finished his letter with a more personal account. Two of his servants were molested in the night by a person or persons unknown, and, dreaming of having their hair cut, awoke to find the clippings lying around them and a new and unwanted tonsure. He interpreted this as a particular omen for himself and did not question who or what these night-time barbers may have been, but assumed that his servants had not been lying or given over to a ‘terrified imagination’.

We find ghosts in every culture from the Australian outback to the Arctic Circle. The witnesses come from every level of society and every occupation civilization has devised. It comes as little surprise, then, to find that as many as one in two people in the UK or one in three people in the USA say that they believe in ghosts. Another one in three in both the UK and USA believe that one can communicate with the dead. Many people also claim to have seen a ghost: one in ten in the UK and one in seven 18–29-year-olds in the USA say that they have seen one.2 The experience of ‘ghosts’, whatever they may be, is relatively common, ranging from 10 to 32 per cent across the Western world over the last hundred years or more, giving an average just shy of 21 per cent.

Perhaps this is unsurprising. If ghosts do exist, then there must be an awful lot of them out there and, regrettably, with more on the way. It was once calculated that Warwickshire had a ghost for every square mile, which, if it were a representative figure, would mean that the United Kingdom alone must be troubled by some 94,000 spirits of the dead.3 In 1973 ghost hunter Andrew Green claimed that 150 hauntings were being reported each year and speculated that twice as many again were never publicized. Half of those appearing in the newspapers related to poltergeists, perhaps less than a quarter were long-established cases and the remainder new ones.4 If a ghost really is the spirit of a dead person, then there must be trillions more. It was for this reason that the Greeks gave the name Pluto, meaning ‘rich’, to the God of the Underworld, for he was rich with the dead.

Apparitional experience in the general population



	Study

	Subject Group

	Experience (%)




	Sidgwick (1894)

	17,000 British adults

	10




	Palmer (1979)

	Charlottesville, USA, students and residents

	17




	Irwin (1985)

	Australian university students

	20




	Haraldsson (1977)

	Icelandic adults

	31




	Persinger (1974)

	Canadian adults

	32




	Roper (1992)

	American 18–29-year-olds

	14.3




	 

	Average

	20.7





Note: E. Haraldsson, et al., ‘National Survey of Psychical Experiences and Attitudes Toward the Paranormal in Iceland’, in J. D. Morris, W. G. Roll and R. L. Morris (eds), Research in Parapsychology 1976 (Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow Press, 1977), pp. 182–6; H. J. Irwin, ‘Parapsychological Phenomena and the Absorption Domain’, Journal of the American Society for Psychical Research, 79 (1985), pp. 1–11; J. Palmer, ‘A Community Mail Survey of Psychic Experience’, Journal of the American Society for Psychical Research, 73 (1979), pp. 221–51; M. A. Persinger, The Paranormal, Part 1: Patterns (New York: MSS Information Corporation, 1974); Henry Sidgwick, et al., ‘Report on the Census of Hallucinations’, PSPR, 10 (1894).

There are earlier accounts of spirits of the dead returning to confront the living. With the help of the sorceress Circe, Odysseus raised the spirit of Tiresias to learn his path homeward in Homer’s Odyssey. The Old Testament has its tale of the Witch of Endor raising the spirit of Samuel. However, these are instances of what is properly necromancy – divination by the dead. Pliny gave what is recognizably the first ghost story.

He has also given us the opportunity to dissect his story. The ghost hunt begins with a rumour, story or report of a haunting. Pliny believed it. Should we believe it? And on what grounds? We have here a full apparition with auditory phenomena interacting with the living at close range. There were several witnesses to the ghost itself and others to the exhumation. The principal witness was a person of good standing. He had taught Octavian, who, as Caesar Augustus, would rule the Roman Empire, and after his death Athenodorus was commemorated with an annual festival and sacrifice at Tarsus. He also conducted himself in a manner that would not suggest that he was frightened or hysterical, or had his judgement impaired in any way.

However, the story is what is considered to be hearsay. It is not Athenodorus himself who tells the story – he may have in his now lost philosophical works – but Pliny. Pliny does not give his source, but could not have heard it directly from Athenodorus himself since the lifespans of the two did not cross. It is not a verifiable story. There are no other independent accounts of it. It cannot be further investigated since all of the principal witnesses are now dead. It is beginning to sound like an urban legend – it always happens to a friend of a friend.

The story also serves two purposes. Athenodorus was one of the Stoics and his teachings would have been concerned with the stoical principles of self-control and fortitude, excellent virtues for a ghost hunter. Firstly then, the story amplifies the stoicism of Athenodorus. Confronted by the ghost that has ruined the lives of others and brought them to their graves, he first bids it wait – showing self-control and bravery – then follows it to see what it wants – again showing self-control and bravery. His actions laudably demonstrate the Stoic virtue of mastering the emotions. Secondly, the ghost itself has a purpose. His post mortem mission on earth is to correct the omission of funerary rites, underlining their importance, more important than bringing his murderer to book, for example. Therefore the story serves to glorify Athenodorus and enforce social customs. This makes it doubly suspicious from a ghost hunting point of view.

Furthermore, the rattling chains were an unusual addition. Iron and the noise it makes were generally held by the Greeks and Romans to scare away ghosts. Odysseus uses his sword to control the spirits of the dead during his necromantic invocation of Tiresias – not its keen edge, but its metal held terror for the dead. Lucian later wrote that if ghosts ‘hear the clash of bronze or iron, they’re off’.5

Pliny’s story is generally seen as a variation of one told by both Plautus around 200 bce (from an earlier Greek tale of the fourth to third century bce) and Lucian in the second century ce, but the places, characters and action differ in each. Plautus uses haunting as a deceit practised by a servant against his master. Lucian sets his tale in Corinth where his protagonist actively investigates a haunted house and uses magical grimoires to exorcize it.6

A near exact replica of Pliny’s story appeared in Spain in 1570. It concerned an unnamed law student rather than an esteemed philosopher, but the rattling chains, the insistent ghost, the marking of the spot, the finding of human remains and the decent burial are all there. Some have argued that this demonstrates that the story, whether told by Pliny or by someone 1,400 years later, is a type (in the sense of a literary or folkloric motif) and thus a falsehood. But we should be wary of dismissing anything merely because it is imitated, or, if not imitated, found again in the same form. Ronald C. Finucane, professor of history at Oakland University, thought it entirely unlikely that the same event could occur twice by chance alone, but because something is unlikely it is not therefore impossible. In the first place, any ghost would seem to be unlikely; that a ghost should behave in the same manner as another is actually more plausible than otherwise.7 But we see how necessary it is to look forwards and back and around an account of a haunting to ascertain its context, its connections and its possible origins.

Pliny was no venator phasmatis (‘ghost hunter’), as he might have called it, either. In the final analysis, Pliny’s story is just a story. That is not to say that it is not a good one; it is, but it is not evidence. It is evidence that must be the first concern of the ghost hunter, but the question is still the same: are ghosts real or something else?

Early ghost hunters

‘It is wonderful,’ said Dr Samuel Johnson, sitting down to breakfast with his biographer James Boswell one day in March, 1778. ‘It is wonderful’ was his favourite way of launching one of his famously sardonic comments. ‘That five thousand years have now elapsed since the creation of the world, and still it is undecided whether or not there has ever been an instance of the spirit of any person appearing after death.’ Then he delivered his classic line: ‘All argument is against it; but all belief is for it.’ As we now know, a great many more years have elapsed since the creation of the world, but the situation as regards ghosts of the departed remains much the same.8

Supposed encounters with the dead are anything but new. But ghost hunting, as the organized search for evidence relating to reports of ‘ghosts’, is. Ghost hunting is a modern phenomenon. It only becomes necessary to look for ghosts when we, as a society, start questioning their existence, or stop believing in them entirely; when argument prevails over belief. Despite high numbers of people who do believe in ghosts, the theory that ghosts exist no longer forms part of the accepted, scientific worldview. In earlier times, the spirits of the dead were everywhere and, with the exception of Greek heroes, the occasional philosopher and a whole host of necromancers and black magicians, nobody wanted to meet them. Athenodorus, to take Pliny at his word, did not doubt that it was the spirit of a dead man who was rattling his chains at him and felt it unnecessary to conduct any experiments to prove the matter to his contemporaries. It is only now, when the existence of the spirit world is doubted, that we are forced to seek it out.

The ‘ghost hunter’ is a nineteenth-century invention. The Oxford English Dictionary traces the term ‘ghost hunter’ back to Andrew Lang’s Cock Lane and Common-Sense of 1894, but the term is older than that. We find it in the ‘Ingoldsby Legends’ first published in Bentley’s Miscellany and the New Monthly Magazine in 1837, but Michael Banim, under the pseudonym of the O’Hara Family, used it earlier in the title of his The Ghost-Hunter and his Family in 1833.9

Before the development of organizations specifically devoted to investigating alleged hauntings there were many sporadic attempts made by individuals to uncover the truth of the matter. Harry Price, himself a dedicated ghost hunter, credited Joseph Glanvill as ‘the Father of Psychical Research’ for his investigation of the Drummer of Tedworth case in the seventeenth century.10 Glanvill’s methodical approach was certainly enlightened for the period, but again we can find earlier examples of the systematic investigation of hauntings.

In 1323 Jean Goby conducted a very business-like investigation of a supposed haunting in the town of Alais (now called Alès) in the South of France. Prior of the Order of Preachers in Alais, he was commissioned by the townspeople to look into the disturbances at the house of Guy de Torno. Guy had died eight days before, but his voice was still to be heard and heard it was ‘by many people of consequence’. With a ‘team’ of a over a hundred, including the Lord of Alais, he searched the house and neighbouring buildings as ‘precautions against fraud’. He placed pickets at all the places most likely to admit a deception, even turfing people out of their houses for the purpose, and stationed an elderly matron in the bed of Guy’s wife. Goby and three companions sat themselves upon Guy’s bed, evidently a different one to his wife’s, and, with lanterns in hand, waited. On the first night nothing was seen or heard, but later a glowing form appeared, announcing itself to be Guy trapped in Purgatory. Father Herbert Thurston noted that the Society for Psychic Research (SPR) could learn a few lessons from Goby’s thoroughness, although one suspects that they would have difficulty expelling householders and camping out in people’s bedrooms for the purposes of an investigation.11

In 1643 almost 30,000 men, Royalist and Roundhead, met on the field of Edgehill, Warwickshire, and gave fierce battle. Cries and clash of arms, crack of musket and roar of cannon filled the air. All who saw and heard it were astonished: the Battle of Edgehill had been fought the year before. The first sightings of this wonder were attributed to shepherds, countrymen and travellers, but the phantom battle was later certified by local worthies William Wood, Esq., and the minister Samuel Marshall. Wood and others of faint heart quit the scene as soon as they could, but Marshall stayed to watch it unfold.


Investigation report: Edgehill
At this Edge Hill, in the very place where the battell was strucken, have since, and doth appeare, strange and portentuous Apparitions of two jarring and contrary Armies, as I shall in order deliver, it being certified by men of most credit in those parts, as William Wood, Esquire, Samuel Marshall, Minister, and others [. . .] Between twelve and one of the clock in the morning, was heard by some sheepherds, and other countrey-men, and travellers, first the sound of drummes afar off, and the noyse of soulders, as it were, giving out their last groanes; at which they were much amazed, and amazed stood still, till it seemed, by the neereness of the noyse, to approach them; at which, too much affrighted, they sought to withdraw as fast as possibly they could.

‘A Great Wonder in Heaven, Shewing the Late Apparitions and Prodigious Noyses of War and Battels Seen on Edge-Hill’ (London: Thomas Jackson, c. 1643)



Rumours of the event reached the king’s ears at Oxford and he dispatched Colonel Lewis Kirke, Captain Dudley, Captain Wainman and three others to investigate. Kirke, forty-four-year-old veteran of the Quebec campaign and soon to be knighted for his role in the Civil War, witnessed the whole spectacle, even to the point of recognizing Sir Edmund Verney who had been killed defending the Royalist colours. He reported back to Charles I and swore on oath to all that he had seen. There were still reports of this spectral re-enactment into the twentieth century.12

Joseph Glanvill was concerned to correct disbelief in the supernatural and wrote Saducismus Triumphatus to promulgate his views on witchcraft and apparitions. In doing so he gives a full account of the poltergeist activity that beset a certain John Mompesson, Justice of the Peace, and his family in Tedworth (today Tidworth), Wiltshire. The disturbances began after Mompesson had William Drury, a vagrant drummer, arrested for using a forged pass and confiscated his drum. Glanvill called the case the ‘Daemon of Tedworth’ and supposed that the whole affair had been caused by witchcraft, presumably on the part of the drummer. The initial investigation, if such it might be called, was conducted by Mompes-son, following strange knocking sounds around his house armed with a brace of loaded pistols. The activity continued at irregular periods from 1661 into 1663.13

In late January or early February 1663, Glanvill himself arrived in Tedworth to examine matters. He listened to the reports of various witnesses and heard some of the strange noises for himself. He entertained several experiments in communicating with the supposed spirit, apparently successfully, and all the while kept a close eye on the children of the household to catch them at any trickery. After a thorough search he stated that, ‘I was verily perswaded, and am so still, that the noise was made by some Daemon or Spirit.’ Given Glanvill’s bias, his testimony might be doubted, but he himself set about on a sceptical investigation, only considering the supernatural when he could find no natural explanation.14

In 1817 Edward Lewes Lenthal Swifte, Esq., Keeper of Her Majesty’s Regalia at the Tower of London, reported his unusual encounter with the supernatural – bizarre even among annals of the unnatural – to the chaplain. An otherworldly tube of swirling fluid substance had appeared at the Keeper’s dinner table to the horror of his family and molested his wife. The chaplain suggested that the Keeper’s natural senses had been deceived as had those of the other witnesses, upon which Swifte noted the beginnings of a great theological error the clergyman was assaying: if he should deny one vision, especially a collective vision, as merely imagination, then why not all visions and therewithal would the edifice of religion crack and crumble. The chaplain retracted, but countered with the thought that someone had been playing some sort of prank upon the Keeper by means of projecting something through the window. Swifte stuck by his account. He knew what he had seen, even if it was impossible. Besides, on the night in question, ‘heavy and dark cloth curtains were let down over the windows.’ To resolve the matter the chaplain recommended that the case be investigated by a ‘scientific friend’ of his acquaintance. The scientific friend duly arrived and conducted a close examination of the Keeper’s dining room. Although finding no satisfactory explanation for the event, he breezily offered to reproduce it if he were allowed to set up his equipment on the dining room table, or outside the walls with the curtains conveniently drawn aside. The mystery remains.15

Early ghost hunters



	Name

	Known for

	Date




	Jean Goby

	Guy de Torno case, Alès [Alais]

	1323




	William Wood et al.

	Battle of Edgehill investigation

	1642




	Col. Lewis Kirke et al.

	Battle of Edgehill investigation

	1642




	Joseph Glanvill

	Drummer of Tedworth investigation

	1681




	Friedrich Nicolai

	Investigation of his own ghost visions

	Before 1799




	unknown scientist

	Tower of London investigation

	1817




	Major Edward Moor

	Great Bealings House investigation

	1834 (1841)




	Edward Drury

	Willington Mill investigation

	1840




	Brook Foss Westcott

	Founded the Ghost Club

	1851




	Michael Faraday

	Experiments with table-turning

	1853




	E. J. Simons

	Meggernie Castle investigation

	1862




	London Dialectical Society

	Report on Spiritualism

	1869 (1871)




	Sir William Crookes

	D.D. Home investigation

	1870–1




	 

	Florence Cook investigation

	1874




	W. F. Barrett, E.D. Rogers et al.

	Founded the Society for Psychical Research

	1882




	W. F. Barrett et al.

	First Report of the Committee on Haunted Houses

	1882




	‘Rose Morton’ (pseud.)

	The case of the ‘black widow’

	1882–9




	H. Sidgwick et al.

	Census of Hallucinations

	1894




	Ada Goodrich-Freer

	Ballechin House investigation

	1897





 

Other notable nineteenth-century investigations include Major Edward Moor’s assiduous documentation of the inexplicable bell ringing that plagued his home, Great Bealings House, Great Bealings, Suffolk, in 1834. ‘Ghost-detector’ Edward Drury started out ghost hunting at Willington Mill, Northumberland, in 1840. It was a choice location: Joseph Procter’s household was in the midst of a range of phenomena, from poltergeist activity to full-blown apparitions. However, Drury’s disastrous exploits resulted in his temporary loss of sanity and a complete end to his ghost detecting career, as will be revealed in Chapter 9. The copy of Moor’s book I happened to read through had the name ‘Joseph Procter’ inscribed on the title page.16

The publication of Catherine Crowe’s Night-Side of Nature in 1848 kindled a popular interest in apparitions and related subjects that would embrace Spiritualism when it crossed the Atlantic from America to Britain in the 1850s. Sir David Brewster, the inventor of the kaleidoscope, noted with alarm that ‘there are thousands of tables turning every night in London, so general is the excitement.’ Even Queen Victoria sat down to a séance. In consequence of Spiritualism a great deal of ghost hunting at this time took place in the séance room. The claims and demonstrations advanced by Spiritualism were startling and profound. From the stage to the ordinary parlour, the dead returned to converse with and even appear to the living. If proof of the afterlife were needed, here it was in spades. Or was it?17

Michael Faraday’s ingenious experiments with table-turning in the 1850s proved that it was the unconscious movements of the participants that were the real ghosts. Many more mediums were unmasked as frauds; some confessed to their duplicity. Both Maggie and Katie Fox, two of the sisters who spawned the Spiritualist movement, publicly revealed that the whole mystery of spirit communication was the secret snapping of toe joints, although several doctors and others had worked it out more than thirty years earlier. To the delight of her critics, Catherine Crowe went mad, running naked down an Edinburgh street after the ‘spirits’ told her she would be invisible. As her shocked neighbours confirmed, she was not.18

Despite such scandals and revelations many scientists were still convinced that real phenomena took place in the séance room. Founded in 1867 as a debating club, the London Dialectical Society appointed a committee to investigate Spiritualism in 1869, presenting its evidence before the Society in 1870 and publishing the year after. After numerous experiments they concluded that ‘motion may be produced in solid bodies without material contact, by some hitherto unrecognized force’, rather than pronouncing on the substance of Spiritualism: that there is an afterlife.19

At the same time, the respected scientist Sir William Crookes, FRS, was publishing in the Quarterly Journal of Science the results of what he called his ‘experimental investigation of a new force’. To the outrage of many of his scientific colleagues this new force was a psychic one. His investigations of the mediumship of Daniel Dunglas Home appeared to demonstrate the non-physical application of a power sufficient to lift weights, apply force and play musical instruments. Crookes decided that there was no need for the action of miracles or spirits to account for these effects and looked to the theoretical work of Professor Thury of Geneva on nervo-magnetism, psychodes and ectenic forces. But he had also seen the appearance of phantom forms and faces.20

After the Foxes’ downfall, the believers may have seemed entrenched in indefensible ground, but the findings of the Dialectical Society and Crookes greatly complicated matters. The Spiritualists simply marched on without the embarrassing Fox sisters. The Spiritualist Association of Great Britain was founded in London in 1872 and the National Spiritualist Association of Churches in Chicago in 1893 – both are still going today.

The involvement of the Dialectical Society was important, but its investigation had only been the work of one special committee. The first steps towards dedicated investigative groups began at the universities.

Ghost clubs

House haunted by ghosts – The Ghost Club, with a view to investigation, desire to obtain a house haunted by ghosts, in town or in country, for a limited period. Address, with all requisite particulars, to the Secretary of the Ghost Club, to the care of Joseph Clayton, advertising agent, 265, Strand, London.21

The French politician and homme de lettres Louis Blanc raised an eyebrow and remarked, ‘There is not a syllable of the marvellous advertisement that is not worthy of attention.’22 Blanc was then in exile in London and had innocently turned over the pages of the Daily Telegraph in the Autumn of 1863. In those days the ‘Wanted’ columns were usually full of invitations for applications from man-servants and maids-of-all-work, but here was something different, something marvellous.

A ‘ghost club’ holding ‘weekly breakfast meetings’ was mentioned as being in existence as early as 1802 by Revd J. J. Smith in his Cambridge miscellany. However, he chose only to remark upon ‘what extent the spirit of clubbing may run’ before reproducing a long poem ‘The Cambridge Scholar and the Ghost of a Scrag of Mutton’. It raises a wry smile but aids us not one whit in understanding what this early club may have been.23 It is in any case a curious fore-echo of the Ghost Club that caught Blanc’s eye more than half a century later.

The mathematician Charles Babbage, inventor of the prototype computer, the Difference Engine, also laid claim to a ‘ghost club’. Whilst an undergraduate at Trinity College, Cambridge, from 1810 to 1812 (from 1812 to 1814 he was at Peterhouse), he regularly met with ten or so friends to sit down to breakfast after Sunday chapel. ‘We discussed all knowable and many unknowable things,’ said Babbage, and ‘at one time we resolved ourselves into a Ghost Club.’ He described, briefly, their activities as collecting evidence, however that may have been done, and entering into ‘a considerable correspondence upon the subject’. Although ‘some of this was both interesting and instructive’, he passed quickly on and spent more time describing the singularly undergraduate regulations of The Extractors, a far-fetched society consisting of members who had been judged both sane and insane, and not just once, but three times on each account. All this whilst assiduously playing chess, sixpenny whist and boating, to say nothing of actually studying.24 The Venerable Archdeacon Denison expressed his regret, as we all do, that Babbage had not said more about ‘the investigations of the great mathematician into the theory of phantoms’.25

Under the heading of ‘Modern Necromancy’ in the North British Review we discover that in 1851 a society was formed at the University of Cambridge for the purposes of conducting, according to their literature, ‘a serious and earnest inquiry into the nature of phenomena which are vaguely termed supernatural’. This, we are told, was popularly called the ‘Ghost Club’.26 Its members were clergymen and Fellows of Trinity College. Even then, in its early days, it had reached the conclusion that ‘there is sufficient testimony for the appearance, about the time of death, or after it, of the apparitions of deceased persons’. The Review scoffed at the notion.27

The printed circular of this society broke down its intended subject matter into a series of classes: ‘appearances of angels’, both good and evil; ‘spectral appearances’, including ‘Fetches’ and second-sight; ‘shapes’ that were neither angels nor ‘spectral appearances’, according to their definition, including the Banshee and Mawth Dog; remarkable dreams; ‘feelings’, including ‘future presentiment’; and ‘physical effects’, such as sounds and the impression of touch. Interested persons were directed to contact Revd B.F. Westcott of Harrow, Middlesex.28

It was remarked that this Ghost Club ‘attracted a good deal of attention outside its own circle’, but information concerning its members and activities remains surprisingly scarce. The North British Review may have pulled a face, but they were reputedly said to have amassed over 2,000 cases of apparitions.29

Meanwhile, Blanc would have been amused to read in The Illustrated London News about the fashion for ‘table-turning, spirit-rapping and mountebank-medium patronising’ in addition to, of course, ‘advertising for a “haunted house”’. The author mused that he had heard of ‘The Ugly Club’ – and indeed intended to apply – and ‘The Unfortunate Club’ for the twice bankrupt with a near relative who had been hanged, but was simply taken aback by the appearance of the Ghost Club. ‘Do they believe in ghosts,’ he asked, ‘or are they rather playful humourists?’30 The Ghost Club was also mentioned briefly in a skit on haunted houses that appeared in the satirical magazine Punch.31 They even got a mention in the prestigious medical journal The Lancet.32

It was to this group that George Cruikshank – Dickens’s illustrator – dedicated his short book A Discovery Concerning Ghosts.33 Either the dedication was in jest, or it demonstrated the sceptical turn of mind of the Club’s members, for Cruikshank’s slim volume sets out to debunk the whole idea of apparitions.

A veil of mystery is largely drawn over the next twenty years. It is believed that Charles Dickens was a member, which may account for Cruikshank’s dedication as well as his interest in the subject. After the death of Dickens in 1870 the club seems to have gone into abeyance.34

A ‘Phasmatological Society’ appeared at Oxford University in 1879. Although relatively short-lived, the ‘Phas’, as it was familiarly called, conducted some interesting research. They collected and classified over a hundred first-hand accounts. Most they put down to natural causes, hallucination or coincidence, but there were still a few that defied tidy explanation. The military historian Sir Charles Oman, KBE, was a member and fondly recalled their activities in later years as an excellent training for a barrister or, indeed, a historian. Other members included the philosopher Ferdinand Canning Scott Schiller and the liturgical scholar Dr Frank Edward Brightman. It was rumoured that an early member had once put a bullet through a ghost, unsurprisingly, to little effect. The Phas also made a brief appearance in M. R. James’s story ‘The Mezzotint’, and one editor, at least, has supposed that it was an invention aimed at slighting the Society for Psychical Research (SPR). In fact, many old Phas men, including Sir Charles, would go on to join the SPR.35

A further incarnation of the Ghost Club appeared on 1 November 1882. Re-founded by Alfred Alaric Watts and William Stainton Moses, it was a dining club for ‘the confidential reporting and discussion of psychic phenomena’.36 They met at the Hotel Previtali, 14–18 Arundel Street, a location popular with foreign travellers and noted for its Italian cuisine. Meetings generally comprised fewer than ten members and guests, some others usually absent on account of their living too far away. An eavesdropper would have heard accounts of premonitions, strange visions and experiments in table-rapping.37

Blanc saw the Ghost Club as only another ‘page to be added to the history of human oddities and English eccentricities’, but he was wrong.38 It was the Ghost Club of the 1860s that attracted the attention of three young Fellows of Trinity College; Henry Sidgwick (1838–1900), Frederic W. H. Myers (1843–1901) and Edmund Gurney (1847–88). All had achieved some measure of excellence as prize winners, medallists and academics at Cambridge – Sidgwick would become professor of moral philosophy, Myers a lecturer in Classics – but it was their interest in ghosts that would win them a place in history.39

The Committee on Haunted Houses

The idea for a new society to study psychic phenomena was born of a meeting between William Fletcher Barrett (1844–1925), professor of physics at the new Royal College of Science for Ireland in Dublin, and the journalist Edmund Dawson Rogers (1823–1910), founder of the National Press Agency. A general call for interested persons went out and a meeting was held at the headquarters of the British National Association of Spiritualists at 38 Great Russell Street on 6 January 1882. At the meeting were two of that influential cabal of Trinity scholars, Myers and Gurney, together with the remarkable Frank Podmore (1856–1910), soon to be one of the founders of the Fabian Society (1884). At 23 St Swithin’s Lane on 20 February the new Society for Psychical Research was formally constituted. Myers and Gurney co-opted Henry Sidgwick as the society’s first president.

One of the first moves made by the newly founded SPR was the formation of a Committee on Haunted Houses, comprising Barrett, the wonderfully named Alfred Percival Perceval Keep, a former president of the Phasmatological Society, the Theosophist Charles Carleton Massey, also of the Ghost Club, and the etymologist Hensleigh Wedgwood with Frank Podmore and fellow socialist Edward Reynolds Pease as honourable secretaries. The object of the committee was ‘to investigate the phenomena of alleged hauntings whenever a suitable opportunity and an adequate prima facie case for inquiry might be presented.’ ‘We have held ourselves in readiness,’ they stated, ‘to take any favourable opportunity for personally investigating the phenomena.’ Unfortunately, no opportunities to investigate haunted houses presented themselves.40

Although they received a number of witness testimonies, they found that the owners of reputed haunted houses were reluctant to let the fact be known for fear of damaging the property’s value and other witnesses were equally reluctant to give them the names of owners. When they asked owners about rumours of haunting they encountered ‘a diplomatic reserve’ or professed ignorance and found that they ‘distinctly decline to offer any facilities for their investigation’. When the reputation for being haunted became too overwhelming to be ignored, people would prefer to tear down the house, or at least remodel it, rather than have it investigated. In the end this reduced them to interviewing witnesses, either in person or, less satisfactorily, by letter. They ended the report with an appeal to fellow members of the SPR to help them find a proper haunted house.

Podmore would join forces with fellow SPR members Myers and Gurney to work on what would be published as Phantasms of the Living in two volumes in 1886. This emphasis was perhaps inspired by Catherine Crowe who had already published a large number of such accounts. Working with over 700 reports, the authors presented convincingly the argument that ghosts were telepathic projections originating in the mind of a living person experiencing acute distress – the ‘crisis apparition’. Two of their cases came from the earlier Phasmatological Society.

Unfortunately, the attack on Phantasms was swift and decisive. Shortly after publication it was argued that despite claiming to base itself on authenticated first-hand evidence, the book contained no corroborative documentation of this. Despite a vigorous defence, Gurney could only supply three letters supporting the cited reports.41

Work continued after Gurney’s untimely death two years later, culminating in the monumental ‘Census of Hallucinations’ in 1894. In all, some 17,000 people had been surveyed on their experiences of hallucinations, including to a lesser extent ‘phantasms of the dead’. With all this additional evidence behind them, Sidgwick and the others determined that crisis apparitions could not be explained away: ‘Between deaths and apparitions of the dying-person a connexion exists which is not due to chance alone. This we hold as a proved fact.’42

Much else of the society’s important work at this period falls more generally under the heading, quite properly, of psychical research and thus beyond the scope of ghost hunting. In addition to the Committee on Haunted Houses, there was a Committee on Thought-Reading, a Committee on Mesmerism, a Committee on Spontaneous Experiences, a Committee on Physical Phenomena, a Literary Committee, and a Reichenbach Committee to explore the wondrous research of Baron Karl von Reichenbach.43

Membership would approach a thousand in the Victorian period and include many of the great names of the day. Serving Prime Minister William Gladstone, Alfred, Lord Tennyson, John Ruskin, the future Prime Minister (1902–5) Arthur Balfour, Lord Rayleigh and others, all lent their support; the Revd Charles Lutwidge Dodgson, better known by his penname Lewis Carroll, was a member, as were Robert Louis Stevenson and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. Barrett travelled to the USA and in 1885 founded an American Society for Psychical Research. The astronomer Simon Newcomb was its first president and the
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