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INTRODUCTION: Do Ghosts Exist?

 Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered, weak and weary

 Over many a quaint and curious volume of forgotten lore,

 While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly there came a tapping,

 As of someone gently rapping, rapping at my chamber door.

 ‘’Tis some visitor,’ I muttered, ‘tapping at my chamber door;

 Only this, and nothing more.’

 Edgar Allan Poe: The Raven (1845)







Ghost stories have always been popular for sleepovers, campfires and Hallowe’en. But do they really have any validity or are they just a timeless form of entertainment?

Ghosts aren’t just a subject for campfire stories these days, but for on-site investigations and lecture hall discussions by avid hobbyists, academics and scientists. From Ouija boards, Stephen King’s books and the X Files to the Society for Psychical Research and Living TV’s Most Haunted, ghost hunting today isn’t just about superstition but about data, investigations, theories and experiments – all attempting to answer the question: do ghosts exist?

Cynics and believers alike are eager to put forward their theories either proving or disproving the existence of ghosts. Are ghosts psychological projections stemming from our subconscious fear of death? Are they hallucinations? Are they just stories? Are they an elaborate hoax? Are they departed spirits or the visions of past events? The aim of this book is to present these theories and discuss them even-handedly so that you can make up your own mind.

Where we’re coming from

When it comes to investigating ghosts the first thing you need isn’t high-tech equipment or a qualification in parapsychology but an open mind. The next is a desire and a love for this type of work. 

If you’ve seen us working together on Living TV’s Most Haunted you’ll know that we are open-minded and dedicated to our work. As paranormal investigators we complement each other well. Yvette doesn’t claim to be psychic but is scared of the dark and highly sensitive to changes in atmosphere, moods, strange noises and smells. Ciarán draws on his background in science and parapsychology to provide the voice of the sceptic, the scientist in search of knowledge. Put us together and we represent two different approaches united by a passionate desire to uncover the truth.

There are dozens of books available that focus on hauntings, ghosts, mediumship or the paranormal. These books fall into three main categories: biographies or autobiographies of psychics (i.e. life stories), ‘how to’ texts (i.e. ghost hunting for beginners), and historical texts from a biased perspective (i.e. either sceptical or believer). What has been missing is a book that discusses the evidence for ghosts from the point of view of both sceptic and believer – and this is it. Here you’ll find a veritable compendium of all aspects of the phenomena seen from both perspectives. From the first séances and reported apparitions, through to recent investigations carried out in haunted locations exclusively for this book, you’ll be taken on a gripping and informative guided tour through the paranormal world.

So make sure your doors are locked, grab a snack and settle into your favourite chair and enjoy. Oh – and if you happen to feel a sudden chill while you’re reading don’t panic, it might just be a passing draught.



The book is divided into two parts:

Part One, ‘Setting the Scene for Paranormal Investigation’, presents an overview of hauntings. We’ll outline the history of hauntings, explain the difference between hauntings and poltergeist activity and investigate three important cases in detail. We’ll also examine famous evidence captured in photographs and on tape and video recordings. Chapter Seven, ‘The Dark Side’, should not be read after dark by those with a nervous disposition as it looks at ‘evil’ cases of spirit possession, Ouija boards and so on. The section ends with a discussion of typical investigative techniques, in which we look at the pros and cons of the methods available and, drawing on our experiences, offer advice to those who want to pursue their own paranormal investigations.

Part Two, ‘Haunting Case Files’, is our favourite part of the book because it’s where we take you from an impartial observer to first-hand participant. Exclusively for this book we have selected five ‘new’ cases never examined before and carried out our own investigations. These are recorded, along with all our findings, and it is our hope that you’ll share the thrill of our experiences.

There are also a couple of appendices. For the serious student they contain important information. Appendix A lists the names and addresses of major psychical research and paranormal investigation societies. You’ll also find some useful website listings, including Ciarán’s parapsychology website. Appendix B is a list of recommended reading about ghosts, spirits and hauntings including information about Most Haunted DVDs and videos.





PART ONE

Setting the Scene for Paranormal Investigation





Introduction

 ‘To himself everyone is an immortal. He may know that he is going to die, but he can never know that he is dead.’

 Samuel Butler: Immortality







Surveys indicate that around one in three of us thinks that ghosts, phantoms and other supernatural apparitions really exist. That’s a lot of people.

For what reason do one third of us believe in ghosts? Why are two thirds not convinced? What is one side not seeing, feeling or sensing? These are questions we’ll attempt to tackle, but first we need to take a look at some simple but often misunderstood vocabulary, specific to the study of ghosts, to make sure we’re all on the same page.

What do you mean by a ghost?

Most people use the word ghost to mean any spirit phenomenon when what they really mean is the spirit of a dead human being. Is there a difference? Yes. Paranormal investigators generally prefer to use the word ghost to mean the visual appearance of a person who has died and the more general word apparition to mean all types of phantoms, both human and non-human. A ghost therefore is only one kind of apparition. For example, if you were lucky enough to see an angel floating in your garden you would call this an apparition, not a ghost.

Most ghost hunters tend to avoid the word supernatural as it carries the suggestion that some divine, occult or demonic power is causing the event. To avoid this connection they prefer to use the word paranormal, which means something that is beyond the range of everyday human experience or scientific explanation.

A haunting is perhaps the most frequently used paranormal term. A haunting happens when one or more ghosts inhabit a space or make themselves known to the living. The word has a negative association, but not all reported hauntings are harmful or negative.

Someone who sees an apparition is called the percipient and the apparition that is seen is called the agent. A ghost hunter (who by the way prefers to be called a paranormal investigator, or ghost researcher) looks for proof or evidence that ghosts exist. He or she does not necessarily believe in ghosts and may approach the investigation with an open mind. It’s worth pointing out that many paranormal investigators also have an interest in psychic phenomena. The related scientific field of parapsychology studies Extra Sensory Perception (ESP) and Psycho Kinesis (PK). ESP covers telepathy, precognition and clairvoyance. Telepathy is mind-to-mind communication. Precognition is essentially predicting the future. Clairvoyance is the ability to perceive objects or people not visible through any of the five ordinary senses. PK covers any phenomenon that shows alleged action of the mind on inanimate objects.

A ghost buster is someone whose job is to get rid of spirits or at least to stop a haunting, and to do that he or she must believe in ghosts. Sometimes a paranormal investigator may act as a ghost buster – for example, a member of his or her team with psychic abilities may ask a ghost to leave, or to explain its business so that it can leave – but it is important to remember that paranormal investigation (ghost hunting) and ghost busting are not the same thing.

Exorcism is the expulsion of unwanted, and often evil, demons, spirits and ghosts thought to be in possession of a person or haunting a location. It could be described as the ultimate ghost busting. Chances are slim that you’ll ever come up against evil or demonic forces on a paranormal investigation and even slimmer that you’ll ever need an exorcism, but if you want to know more about ‘the dark side’, Chapter Seven has plenty of grisly details.

Now that we’ve made sure we’re all speaking the same language the next step is to put everything in context so that you can see the bigger picture. The brief history of hauntings that follows takes you back in time to when humankind first attempted to communicate with the dead. Then it fast forwards to some of the first recorded accounts of hauntings in the West and, centuries later, medium mania, the birth of spiritualism and full-blown paranormal investigations.

So, if you’re ready for about two thousand years of ghost history – let’s get started.





1

An Introduction to Haunting Phenomena

Spirits of the dead

 ‘It is wonderful 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. All argument is against it; but all belief is for it.’

 Boswell: Life of Johnson




It seems that ghosts have always been present in human history. Almost every social culture has had a belief in ghosts or some form of existence after death.

In early days, ancestor-worship became a form of religion; primitive people had no doubt that their ancestors survived death and had powers to affect the living for good or ill. Therefore due reverence was shown to them in order to incur favour, and the wise men of the tribe, who were thought to possess psychic powers (the equivalent of modern mediums), would attempt to communicate with them.

To foretell the future, ancient seers would call up spirits of the dead using a specific type of divination that involved fasting, secret rituals and incantations known as necromancy. One of the best-known cases of necromancy can be found in the Old Testament (I Samuel 28: 7–16). Even though the Law of Moses forbade necromancy, Soul Saul was desperate. David (of Goliath fame) had gathered an army together against him and Soul Saul needed advice fast. He visited the so-called Witch of Endor, who conjured up Samuel, a deceased King, but Samuel was so angry at being ‘disquieted’ that he refused to help Soul Saul or give him advice.

The Witch of Endor was probably not a witch at all but some kind of oracle, similar to the oracles in ancient Greece, of which the oracle of Apollo at Delphi was the most famous. The oracle, usually a female set up in a temple dedicated to a particular god, would enter a trance to deliver messages from the gods and sometimes from the dead. So there is nothing new in the concept of a spiritual world inhabited by ghosts or in the use of special powers to communicate with spirits.

The first ghost stories

It’s unclear whether the earliest written records of hauntings were based on first-hand experience or legends.

In the Iliad and the Odyssey, the epic poems of the eighth century BC attributed to the Greek poet Homer, ghosts don’t bother the living much, and even though they plot and scheme they are harmless and occasionally consoling. Around the time of the Greek philosopher Socrates (469–399BC), beliefs about ghosts and their nature began to change. After centuries of being called upon by seers to do their bidding, ghosts finally turned the tables on the living and started to make their own demands. Ghosts were still thought to be helpful most of the time, but they could also be restless beings that might attack or kill someone who upset them. It was believed that the ghost of a person might linger near its grave, and the ghost of someone who had committed suicide or died violently or prematurely was said to be especially dangerous.

The first extant report of a haunted house comes from a letter written by the Roman orator Pliny the Younger (AD61–115). He wrote to his patron, Lucias Sura, about a villa in Athens that nobody would rent because of a resident ghost. In this first ever account of a haunting we see some classic ingredients: the chain-clanking ghost, the restless corpse and even the beckoning finger. The translation below is a slightly revised version of the one published by William Melmoth in 1746:


There was in Athens a house, spacious and open, but with an infamous reputation, as if filled with pestilence. For in the dead of night, a noise like the clashing of iron could be heard. And if one listened carefully, it sounded like the rattling of chains. At first the noise seemed to be at a distance, but then it would approach, nearer, nearer, nearer. Suddenly a phantom would appear: an old man, pale and emaciated, with a long beard, and hair that appeared driven by the wind. The fetters on his feet and hands rattled as he moved them.

Any dwellers in the house passed sleepless nights under the most dismal terrors imaginable. The nights without rest led them to a kind of madness, and as the horrors in their minds increased, on to a path toward death. Even in the daytime—when the phantom did not appear—the memory of the nightmare was so strong that it still passed before their eyes. The terror remained when the cause of it was gone.

Damned as uninhabitable, the house was at last deserted, left to the spectral monster. But in hope that some tenant might be found who was unaware of the malevolence within it, the house was posted for rent or sale. It happened that a philosopher named Athenodorus came to Athens at that time. Reading the posted bill, he discovered the dwelling’s price. The extraordinary cheapness raised his suspicion, yet when he heard the whole story, he was not in the least put off. Indeed, he was eager to take the place. And did so immediately.

As evening drew near, Athenodorus had a couch prepared for him in the front section of the house. He asked for a light and his writing materials, then dismissed his retainers. To keep his mind from being distracted by vain terrors of imaginary noises and apparitions, he directed all his energy toward his writing.

For a time the night was silent. Then came the rattling of chains. Athenodorus neither lifted up his eyes nor laid down his pen. Instead he closed his ears by concentrating on his work. But the noise increased and advanced closer till it seemed to be at the door, and at last in the very chamber. Athenodorus looked round and saw the apparition exactly as it had been described to him. It stood before him, beckoning with one finger.

Athenodorus made a sign with his hand that the visitor should wait a little, and bent over his work. The ghost, however, shook the chains over the philosopher’s head, beckoning as before. Athenodorus now took up his lamp and followed. The ghost moved slowly, as if held back by his chains. Once it reached the courtyard, it suddenly vanished.

Athenodorus, now deserted, carefully marked the spot with a handful of grass and leaves. The next day he asked the magistrate to have the spot dug up. There they found—intertwined with chains—the bones that were all that remained of a body that had long lain in the ground. Carefully, the skeletal relics were collected and given proper burial, at public expense. The tortured ancient was at rest. And the house in Athens was haunted no more.

Why come back?

The ancients suggested a number of reasons why ghosts would return to this side of the veil. One of the most popular was to demand proper burial rites. For example, it was said that the ghost of the infamous Roman emperor Caligula, who had been murdered and cremated, haunted the Lamian Gardens, where his ashes were buried, until burial rites befitting an emperor were held.

Other reasons were to offer help and advice or to express gratitude to the living. Those who had been murdered sometimes returned to harm their murderers or to help the living find their murderers and bring them to justice. The Roman poet Ovid (17BC–AD43) mentions the spectre of Remus returning to haunt his assailant.

Today ghost experts continue to hypothesise about why spirits return. Here are some of the reasons suggested – you’ll notice that a few haven’t changed over the centuries:



	To give warning, or to help, comfort and advise humans

	To request a proper burial so that they can rest in peace

	To seek revenge, right a wrong or obtain justice – especially if they have been murdered

	To tell heirs where treasure is hidden

	To guard, protect or watch over property or a person

	To return to a place that is loved or loathed or in some way closely associated with them during life

	To confess their guilt

	In some cases the ghost has no idea it is dead and is just hanging around, unaware that it doesn’t belong there.



Purgatory

Christianity has its share of ghost stories. All saintly apparitions, for example, are ghost sightings, and Christian writers acknowledged life after death. It wasn’t until the thirteenth century, however, when the concept of purgatory was established, that a decision was made about exactly what happens to a soul after death. Purgatory in Roman Catholic theology is an ethereal realm in which the souls of people who have died must suffer while being cleansed of, or atoning for, their sins before entering heaven. Belief in this realm was confirmed at the Council of Trent in the sixteenth century.

Ghostly sightings of pale and sad apparitions marked by burns and scars inflicted on them in purgatory were frequent throughout the Dark and Middle Ages. Almost always these apparitions warned the living to obey the laws of the Church so as to reduce the number of years they would have to spend in purgatory.

In addition to ghosts of the dead it was also thought that satanic spirits existed and that they could take the form of loved ones. If a ghost appeared as an animal, had a harsh voice or tried to hurt, flatter or tempt you, the chances were that it was a satanic spirit. To protect yourself you needed to say the Lord’s name and make the sign of the cross on your forehead. To make sure it didn’t appear again, you needed to spend the rest of your life obeying the laws of the Church.

By the end of the fifteenth century Christian writings were describing how unseen ghosts would announce their presence by knocking or tapping on a table or solid object. Sorcerers would ask spirits to knock to make themselves known, and centuries later this form of spirit communication would be adopted by the early spiritualists.

Beliefs about ghosts and purgatory were challenged in the sixteenth century by Protestant writers of the Reformation. In 1572 one of the best-known Protestant books on ghosts was published in English as Of Ghostes and Spirites walking by nyght, and of strange noyses, crackes and sundry forewarnynes. (Now that’s a title!) The author, Louis Lavator, a Swiss reformer, believed that most ghost sightings could be explained away as being the result of human error, trickery or natural causes. He also dismissed any sightings by women, because they were for the most part ‘given to fear more than men’ and inclined to see and hear things that weren’t there!

Despite attempts by Protestants to inject a healthy scepticism most people continued to believe in ghosts, as a belief in the reality of purgatory had now become deeply ingrained.

Headless and homeless

Several collections of ghost stories were assembled in seventeenth-century England following the restoration. The best-known stories are those collected by Joseph Glanvil (1636–1680), an Anglican minister to Charles II, who investigated a famous poltergeist case called the Drummer of Tedworth.

Accounts of ghosts at this time portray them as normal in voice and behaviour. They didn’t pass through walls but were polite and knocked on doors. They showed no signs of having been tortured in purgatory and seemed to linger with no apparent purpose or reason. Rather gruesomely, a ghost would often resemble the corpse at the time of death. It wasn’t unusual, for example, for a ghost that had been beheaded in life to be seen carrying a bloodied head under its arm in death.

In the eighteenth century there was a general scepticism and disbelief in ghosts. Then during the romantic era of the late eighteenth century and early nineteenth centuries things came full circle and society once again turned towards a belief in the existence of ghosts.

Visions of an unseen world

As beliefs about science and religion changed, so did beliefs about the afterlife, the existence of ghosts and the ability to communicate with the dead. It was against this backdrop that the Swedish scholar and scientist Emanuel Swedenborg (1688–1772) made his mark. In 1743 Swedenborg claimed to have had conversations with angels, which he believed were spirits of the dead. He began to deliver messages from the dead by automatic writing, a technique in which you hold a pencil and allow spirits to move your hand over a paper.

Swedenborg’s mystical teachings and revelations eventually evolved into a religion, the ‘New Church’, which is still practised today. He also had a great impact on the emerging spiritualism movement which embraced many of his ideas, such as the belief that a spirit survives death with its earthly memories intact, and the use of automatic writing to communicate with spirits in place of the tedious rappings they had previously used.

Mesmerise me

The next important figure to emerge in the history of hauntings was Austrian-born physician Anton Mesmer (1734–1815). Mesmer would put his patients into a trance state in order to treat them (and yes, that is where the word mesmerise comes from) and discovered that, once mesmerised, some of his patients could diagnose and heal themselves.

Although many traditional doctors were keen to dismiss Mesmer as a quack, before long physicians all over Europe were attempting the same technique. British surgeon James Briad (1795–1860), who coined the term hypnotism, discovered that patients when hypnotised were highly suggestible. There were reports of incredible phenomena exhibited by hypnotised subjects, such as the ability to perform impossible physical feats, recall past events and even display telepathic powers.

It didn’t take long before believers began to see that putting people into a trance state might be a way for them to see the spirit world – or for spirits to use someone in a trance to communicate with the world. There were countless reports of contact with the spirit world while mesmerised.

Very soon, the lights would be dimmed and a person would go into a trance. ‘Hush. Did you see something? What was that? Is there anybody there?’ The stage was set for medium mania and the birth of the spiritualist movement.

The birth of spiritualism

Modern spiritualism is generally considered to date from the events which occurred at Hydesville, New York State, USA, on 31 March 1848, when two sisters, Margaretta and Catherine Fox, allegedly established intelligent communication with a spirit entity via a series of raps and knocks. The publicity which this aroused and the numerous investigations carried out at the time encouraged a frenzied fascination with ghosts, hauntings and the possibility of life after death.

In a short space of time many societies of spiritualists were formed in America and Britain. These societies were interested not merely in the psychic phenomena produced but also in the philosophical significance of communicating with spirits.

Medium mania

Spurred on by the success of the Fox sisters, hundreds of mediums – people claiming to be able to communicate with the dead – came forward all across the United States and England, some of them gaining a large following. It became a common practice for people to meet informally in their homes trying to contact spirits for themselves, and the popularity of these home circles reached its peak in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

Almost from the start mediums were accused of using magicians’ tricks to produce spirit phenomena. Although fraud was undoubtedly the order of the day, there were certain mediums who captured the public’s imagination and even impressed the scientists with their apparent ability to display genuine paranormal phenomena. These included the Edinburgh-born D.D. Home (1833–1873) – who produced physical feats at séances, such as floating in the air and handling hot coals – and British medium Florence Cook (1856–1904), who was renowned for producing full materialisations of spirit in well lit conditions. Medium mania didn’t end with Home and Cook –other popular individuals appeared over the years and decades that followed. Today there are still celebrity mediums like James van Praagh, Tony Stockwell and Sylvia Browne who claim to be able to talk to the dead.

The séance

When spiritualism was at its height séances were all the rage. Some were entertaining as well as amazing – offering everything from musical instruments that played themselves to full-form spirits that appeared from nowhere.

Professional mediums were not essential for holding a séance. In the 1870s The Spiritualist, a weekly English magazine, published suggestions on how to set up your own home circle, or private séance. Some of the tips included:



	Keep the room cool and dark, as spirits most often appear in these conditions

	Don’t invite people who don’t like each other to take part, as the bad vibration may inhibit spirit materialisation

	Pick someone to lead your séance who has mediumistic potential. The best mediums are genial, impulsive and affectionate

	Keep the circle down to a maximum of ten people: five men and five women is ideal

	Use the same room each time for a séance, so the spirits can grow familiar with it.




Typically séances would be held after dark. The lights would be turned down and the séance conducted by candle-light or moonlight. The members would gather round a table holding hands or with their palms on the table. Some groups simply sat on chairs arranged in a circle. Sometimes mediums would have their hands and feet tied to prevent the possibility of fraud.

Most mediums worked through a spirit called a control, which acted as a guide or intermediary to the other world. Controls often had their own unique personalities, separate and distinct from that of the medium. A drop-in communicator was the term used for an uninvited spirit that would make its presence known suddenly and unexpectedly at a séance.

At first table tipping was the standard way for spirits to communicate. Mediums claimed that spirits moved the table, but before long this wasn’t enough. People wanted spirits to talk to them. The Fox sisters worked out a rapping code with which the spirits could communicate. No raps meant no and one rap meant yes. After a while the rappings were replaced by automatic writing into the séance room. The medium would hold a pen and let the spirits take possession of her hand and write their answers to questions.

Sometimes a Ouija board would be used to receive answers to questions (more about that in Chapter Seven), but the biggest leap forward was direct writing, where the script would simply appear on a piece of paper or on a surface. It no longer took forever to get answers, and soon direct writing became a favourite tool for mediums. 

Communication was speeded up further when mediums allowed their controls to speak through them, in a form of mediumship now called channelling. The spirit took possession of the medium’s vocal cords and talked through the medium’s mouth, almost always sounding different from the medium’s voice.

Soon mediums began to produce direct voice phenomena, i.e. speech from a spirit that didn’t seem to emanate from the medium’s mouth. Usually the ghost’s voice would seem to come from a point slightly above or to the side of the medium’s head.

But written words and voices in the dark simply weren’t enough for sitters at séances. They wanted more, and before long mediums began to manifest real and solid objects from thin air, such as flowers, books or fruit. An object that appears from nowhere in the presence of a medium is called an apport (as opposed to an asport, where an object disappears). Spirits supposedly assembled some apports from invisible matter; others were allegedly teleported from another location.

Going one step further, some mediums even claimed to be able to materialise spirit essence or matter. Ectoplasm is the term used to describe spirit substance that would appear as a shapeless material oozing from one or more of the medium’s orifices. Although fluid and shapeless at first, ectoplasm was said to mould itself into spirit faces and limbs and bodies.

If you thought ectoplasm was bizarre and incredible, think again. Some sitters actually got to see spirits. At first spirit faces appeared, but before long full-form manifestations would appear. The first medium to produce full-form spirits with regularity was Florence Cook, and it made her an overnight sensation.

The potential for trickery during the height of spiritualism was clearly enormous, and the exposure of several prominent mediums as frauds by an increasingly sceptical and informed public undoubtedly contributed to a downturn in popularity in the 1930s. Séances never completely went out of fashion, however, and they are still performed today, but with much less of the hype, phenomena, tricks and sensationalism of those heady days. Modern séances tend to be altogether calmer affairs, with mediums quietly delivering messages from the other side to members of an audience.

Spirit photography

Another important development took place in the mid to late nineteenth century: the discovery that spirits could be photographed. Photography was a fairly new science when medium mania was at its height. It was only a matter of time before spiritualists saw its potential for proving the existence of ghosts and spirits.

Spirit photography was originally used in posed sittings to capture on film the image of a ghost, usually a loved one, beside a living person. It is generally credited to William Mumler, a jewellery engraver and amateur photographer in nineteenth-century Boston. In 1861 Mumler took a self-portrait and, when he developed it, he saw a ghostly face next to his. On examination he realised it was a double exposure, but he also realised the potential and began working as a medium specialising in spirit photography.

Spirit photography remained popular well into the twentieth century despite the obvious potential for trickery. To date there has never been a fully authenticated spirit photograph. Most are obvious fakes, with patent flaws in the development or oddities caused by natural means, but around ten per cent of the pictures taken that have been examined by both photographic and paranormal experts cannot be dismissed as fraudulent or caused by natural means. The famous picture of the Brown Lady of Raynham Hall, which was published in the 1 December 1936 edition of Country Life magazine, is one such example. It has to date not been proven to be a fake and is still the subject of debate.

Today spirit photography is a term used to describe the capturing on film of any ghost, spirit or sign of paranormal activity. It can be a useful tool for the modern paranormal investigator, and because of this a whole chapter has been devoted to it later in the book. (See page 126.)

The First Ghost Hunters

Both the phenomena and the teachings of spiritualism attracted the attention of eminent scientists and intellectuals in the first half of the nineteenth century. The impetus for this serious investigation was the claim that mediums were producing spirits in the séance room. The spectres weren’t just spotted now and again; they were being summoned on a regular basis.

Proof of the afterlife was also being provided by cross correspondences. Cross correspondences were a rare phenomenon in which separate mediums at different times and locations received the same or interrelated bits of information from one or more spirits. To understand the communication all these bits of information had to be joined together.

With mediums, séances and cross correspondences hitting the headlines, what better time to find out whether ghosts existed or not? Two serious societies were founded in the nineteenth century for just this purpose, and are still running.


In 1882 the Society for Psychical Research (SPR) was formed in London. The society dedicated itself to the examination of spirit activity in the light of scientific knowledge and religion. In addition to ghosts and poltergeists the SPR also studied hypnosis, ESP and other paranormal powers.

The key members of the society in its early days were Trinity College Cambridge fellows Henry Sidgewick, Frederick W.H. Myers and Edmund Gurney. Other leading members included G.N.M. Tyrell, who became known for his study of apparitions, chemist and physicist Sir William Crookes, author Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and, years later, psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud and psychiatrist Carl Jung.

An early SPR survey called a Census of Hallucinations divided ghosts into three categories: apparitions of the living, apparitions of the dying, and apparitions of the dead. The first question asked was: ‘Have you ever, when believing yourself to be completely awake, had a vivid impression of seeing or being touched by a (spectral) being or inanimate object, of hearing a voice; which impression, as far as you could discover, was not due to any external physical cause?’ Of 17,000 people sampled roughly ten per cent said yes, and most of those who said yes were women.

The London Ghost Club was another society formed in the nineteenth century, and predates the SPR. It was started in 1862 as a private organisation that investigated ghost phenomena. In 1885 the SPR also prompted the founding of the American Society for Psychical Research in Boston. In the beginning their main difference was that most of the members were spiritualists, whereas SPR members tended to come from a scientific background.

Although many SPR and ASPR members contributed to the field of paranormal investigation, perhaps the most famous ghost hunter of the first half of the twentieth century was Harry Price (1881–1948). Price joined the SPR in 1920 and was sent on a number of investigations. He wrote voluminously about the cases and today the Harry Price Library of Magical Literature is in the Senate House Library in the University of London. Throughout his career his methods, his investigations and even his honesty were frequently questioned, but he was one of the most colourful figures in the history of psychical research and the author many popular books on the subject.

Prior to 1930 psychical research was typically carried out outside the science laboratory. Mediums would be investigated under controlled conditions, and evidence of spontaneous phenomena, such as ghosts, would mostly consist of eye witness accounts and interviews. Then along came pioneer researcher J. B. Rhine, and the era of controlled laboratory experiments and statistical evaluation began. Founder and Director of the Parapsychology Laboratory at Duke University, Rhine is often called the father of modern parapsychology. He is credited with adopting the term parapsychology from the German term Parapsychologie to describe the scientific study of the paranormal that he pioneered. Prior to that parapsychology was referred to as psychical research. He also coined the term extra-sensory perception, and indeed much of the terminology still used in the field today dates back to Rhine’s research at Duke University. Rhine’s era lasted until 1965.

Ghost hunting continues

Early investigators had to rely on eyewitness accounts, photographs and their own observation skills, but in the last few decades increasingly high-tech and expensive equipment has been used to help investigators with their research. Psychical researcher Harry Price was one of the first paranormal investigators to use modern technology in ghost investigations, the most famous being that of Borley Rectory (which you’ll hear more about in Chapter Four). Between 1929 and 1938 Price created a high-tech laboratory in the Rectory complete with telescope, portable phone, felt overshoes, steel tape measures, cameras and fingerprinting equipment.

Today, ghost hunting is increasingly sophisticated and precise, aided not only by the passion and commitment of ghost-hunting specialists, clubs, websites and societies all over the world but by laboratory experiments, statistical evaluation and high technology. Since the mid-1990s, high-tech equipment has dramatically changed the nature of ghost investigation, especially in America.

Some ghost investigators are worried about relying too much on high-tech equipment. While such gadgets can detect environmental changes, they tend also to detract from important eyewitness observations. The equipment is also extremely expensive and finance is often a problem for most ghost investigators. Others argue that ghost investigation relies too heavily on eyewitness accounts and it is also virtually impossible to rule out ESP as a factor influencing a haunting. The use of high technology and computer programs to investigate hauntings is controversial, but it does enable researchers to record phenomena and witness them in real time without being present at a site. And one day we believe it may just prove crucial if there is ever to be any conclusive proof of ghosts and the afterlife.

Was that a ghost?

Ghost investigators typically estimate that up to 98 per cent of all reports of haunting phenomena are false or have logical explanations. But what about the two per cent of cases that can’t be explained?

There are many theories that attempt to explain these remaining cases. You’ll find some of them briefly outlined below and we’ll be referring to them in the rest of the book. We’re not endorsing any one of them – all we want to do at this stage is show you what’s on offer:

Telepathy

The now largely discredited theory of SPR founding members Frederic Myers and Edmund Gurney suggested that spirits of the dead sent mental (telepathic) messages to the living rather than physically returning as ghosts. The person’s brain then started to interpret this message and used it to produce an external hallucination that resembled a ghost. German psychiatrist Hans Berger originally invented the electroencephalograph (EEG) in 1929 as a tool to study whether telepathy might be explained by brain waves.

The trouble with this theory is that it doesn’t explain why, if a phantom is a personal hallucination, more than one person can sometimes see the same ghost. Even if the ghost could send out collective thought waves, why would everyone imagine the ghost to look the same? Wouldn’t everyone create an individual hallucination?

Gurney suggested that collective apparitions were caused by the telepathic sharing of information from one medium to all of the people who see the ghost. The problem with this is that you must believe that telepathy exists and so far there is no documented proof that it does.

Super ESP 

In the late 1950s the American sociologist and psychical researcher Hornell Hart (1888–1967) coined a term to cover a theory that was put forward by others at the time and has been constantly debated ever since. That term is super ESP, and it refers to an extraordinarily powerful form of telepathy (mind reading) that allows a medium to pick up information about the dead from other living beings. The idea was that mediums with super ESP could mentally project this information in the form of a hallucination that could be seen by others as a ghost. The medium might not even be aware that he or she is doing it.

Super ESP does not prove or disprove the existence of ghosts, but its existence could explain

























	The Drummer of Tedworth (1661)

	The Bell Witch (1817)

	The Haunting of the Fox sisters (1848), which started the Spiritualism movement

	The Borley Rectory phenomena (1929) (see Chapter Four)

	The Enfield Poltergeist (1977) (see Chapter Two)





















	A legend that has been told so many times that it is accepted as truth. Urban legends such as the Vanishing Hitchhiker can fall into this category

	Deliberate distortion – because often the ghost story is more interesting (and more profitable if you’re selling your story to the papers) than the truth

	The mind playing tricks on a person. Innocent objects and events are misinterpreted as ghostly phenomena

	Honest error due to illusion. For example, a shadow on the wall becomes a bogeyman, a white curtain fluttering in the moonlight becomes a ghost  . . .

	A hoax or deliberate fraud. For example: the Cottingley Fairies (1917) and the Amityville Horror (1975–6)
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