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OLYMPICS


CANCELLED!


NO GAMES FOR POVERTY-STRUCK BRITAIN



THE NEWS OF BRITAIN
EXCLUSIVE



by Staff Reporter


THE 2012 OLYMPIC GAMES have been cancelled after a furious row between all-party MPs was quashed by the Prime Minister and his Coalition Deputy.


The Olympic Games preparation has already cost Britain £7.8 billion – that’s £3.5 billion over  the


initial £5.3 billion budget announced in 2005.


The Prime Minister, speaking from his £750 million private yacht Austerity, moored alongside his close friend Roman Abramovich’s own £485-million Eclipse, gave a statement just a few hours ago.


He said, “Britain cannot afford to waste another penny on what is, in effect, a huge and costly white elephant.      The   Olympic


Games serve no real purpose other than to drain the national purse. At a time when we are struggling to get the country back on her feet, we must surely all agree that wasting untold billions of pounds on what is, at the end of the day, nothing more than a few weeks’ meaningless entertainment for the wealthy few, would be reprehensible.


Turn to Page 2 and 3
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OLYMPICS CANCELLED! NO GAMES FOR POVERTY-STRUCK BRITAIN


Continued From Page 1


THE PM CLAIMED his unprecedented announce-ment was the only thing to do in the current economic climate. “As your Prime Minister, it is my hard duty to take these decisions for the good of all. The infrastructure already built will be put to good use, and I am already in discussion with a number of prominent bidders to sell off the various parts of what would have been the Olympic Park to those who will bring much-needed cash and employment back into the country.


“At the same time, we will be  looking  again at that valuable land  currently  designated for use as wetlands and a nature park. At this time we  must all  agree  that the plight of the homeless must come before a few birds and water rats, and so the Deputy Prime Minister is introducing a new Planning  Special Powers Act in the House   which will  allow our  hard-work-


ing construction companies to get on with the job of rebuilding Britain without letting inessential red tape get in their way.


“While we are reforming the planning laws, we will also take the opportunity to deal with the recent riots by introducing the Police Special Powers Act, which will allow the brave men and women of Her Majesty’s Constabulary to get on with their jobs keeping Britain safe, knowing that they themselves will be also safe. Details will be released shortly.


“We will be announcing more measures designed to bring Austerity Britain kicking and screaming into a brave new world, but I will end with one further announcement which I am sure will make up for any disappointment about cancelling the Olympic Games.


“I have decided that we will nonetheless celebrate all that is great and good about this country with a Festival of New Britain, and we  have  earmarked  a


number of sites in South London for this purpose. This will additionally enable us to remove the so-called ‘haunted’ church of All Hallows in Blackheath. There is no room in a modern Britain for rumour and myth that hold back the tide of progress.”


The Prime Minister refused to answer questions, but promised a full statement on his return from his annual four-week holiday.


The Leader of the Opposition reacted angrily, saying, “The whole country’s gone stark staring mad! To give up the prestige – not to mention the financial opportunities – represented by the Olympic Games for some little street party in South London? The Prime Minister will have some hard questions to face on his return.”


But he admitted that he had already put in a bid for the Velodrome, originally planned to be run as a VeloPark by the Lee Valley Regional Park Authority after the Games. •
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Cursed
Church
To Be
Festival
Site


The “cursed” church of All Hallows,
Blackheath, has been the subject of
several recent television documentaries.
It was originally built by the so-called
“Zombie King” architect Thomas
Moreby, one of black magician Nicholas
Hawksmoor’s apprentices, allegedly for
supernatural purposes, although much
of the building was destroyed when fire
raged through the church in 1850.
Reports of hauntings date back beyond
that, to its earliest days, and it has
appeared in recent episodes of Most
Haunted and Supernatural U.K. –
although a spokesperson confirmed
that the latter will not now be
broadcast after one of the guest stars,
Surita Mehmet, 13, suffered a stroke
during filming.


Miss Mehmet, one of the child-stars
of the reality TV show Who’s Afraid of a
Big Bad Ghost? and just cast in the
remake of In the Mouth of Madness as
the daughter of Mrs Pickman, is still in
a coma, although doctors at Lewisham
Hospital, South London, are hopeful of
a complete recovery eventually.


Cameraman Eugene O’Barry, 37, who
has been with Supernatural U.K. since
Series One, claimed Surita Mehmet’s
stroke was not natural – that she was
scared half to death. He told The News
of Britain, “I’ve been filming woo-woo
shows for a decade or more, and I swear
to God I’ve never been more scared in
my life. No wonder the little girl
couldn’t take it – she’s not even
fourteen years old yet.


“When we did our research, we found
out the old Central Line extension to
Hobbs End actually runs under that
cursed church – and everyone knows
those stories about the apemen of
Hobbs Lane, and the insect Martians,
and the horned Devil – we were going
to do a separate show on Hobbs End
Station, but I think that’s gone for a
burton now! It’s not bad enough you’ve
got some Satanist architect buried in a
secret crypt somewhere beneath All
Hallows, but now you’ve got devil-
dwarfs running along the tunnels
underneath as well?


“Surita walked off the set twice –
she’s not like that normally; she’s a true
professional to work with, a real
sweetheart, not stuck-up like some I
could name. But she said she couldn’t
stand the stench, and she was right: it
was really foul, like a rancid sewer. It
wasn’t there all the time though, but
when it did appear we all had to down
tools. No way we could work with that
stuff filling our mouths and noses.


“Another time Surita said she’d heard
something tapping and knocking, but
whenever we went to look, there was
never anyone there. Then when she had
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that stroke, Surita screamed and she
swore blind she’d seen this deformed
hunched-over creature disappear into
the walls – the camera had been
recording, but it showed nothing of
course – but that happens all the time
on Supernatural U.K. There’s usually
something we can do to show what’s
going on, and I guess we’d have found a
way if they’d aired it.


“And then there were the bugs – I’ve
been in some dumps, but I swear: they
were huge – and when they bit you, you
really bloody felt it, I tell you.”


O’Barry, 39, said Surita collapsed
after filming a segment in the crypt
near where Moreby’s body is supposed
to be hidden.


“She went white as a sheet and
screamed so loud I swear I thought
every piece of glass in the church would
burst – then she started patting herself
all over, as if she was being bitten by a
million insects – and then her eyes
went red as blood and rolled up into her
head. The doc said she’d had a stroke,
but when they opened her blouse to
check her heart I saw her chest was
covered with bite marks that got all
swollen and bruised right while I was
watching.


“The director, he didn’t realise I was
still rolling, otherwise he’d have
stopped me, but I wanted to see if I
could work out what’d scared Surita so
badly. I like the kid – thought it might
help if I could tell her what she’d seen
was really quite normal. But when I
watched it back over the monitor I got
terrified myself – I could see Surita’s
clothes moving as if something was
trying to get out, and I swear I saw the
shadows of some enormous insect on
the walls – but when I turned to look,
there was nothing there. You wouldn’t
get me back to that place, not even for a
million quid.” •



Mr O’Barry suffered a fatal heart attack
three days after this interview. Surita
Mehmet is still in hospital, where her
condition is said to be “worsening”. The
director, K.M. Newman, has apparently
disappeared.
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The Underground
Line From Hell!



The London Underground – the Tube – contains the oldest section of underground railway in the world. The Central Line – originally known as the Central London Railway – was opened in 1900, running from Bank in the City of London to Shepherd’s Bush in West London. It was nicknamed the Twopenny Tube, both for its flat fare and the cylindrical shape of its tunnels; later on the whole system came to be known as the Tube.


Former Underground work-er and expert Stephen Benaron, 87, explained that to minimise the risk of subsidence, the routing of the tunnels followed the roads on the surface and avoided passing under buildings, following strong protests from, amongst others, the Dean and Chapter of St Paul’s Cathedral.


“I think they were afraid their buildings would tumble down because of the extensive underground works involved,” he explained. “It was a common fear; we often had clergymen especially writing impassioned letters to the directors begging them to put ‘their infernal lines from Hell’ somewhere else. I remember when I was young, not long started on the Central, this one rector – somewhere near Greenwich or Blackheath, I think   –   claimed    our   works


would release some ‘Zombie King’ – we never paid much mind to crackpots like that. Wherever you go you’ll always get protestors – look at the whole Festival of Britain thing: the government tries to do something good for the country and all you get is people bitching.”


Originally the line served thirteen stations and ran for around six miles. After a rejected proposal to turn the line into a loop, it was extended in 1908 at the western end to Wood Lane, for the Franco-British Exhibition, and at the eastern end to Liverpool Street Station.


It  was  extended several times more, although a number of planned additions – including the Hobbs End exchange – were never completed, some for lack of finance, and some, including Hobbs End, according to Mr Benaron, because of fear of unearthing something dang-erous.


“The Home Office tried to suggest that unexploded  bombs from the Second World War were behind the decision to stop work at Hobbs End, but there was a great deal of newspaper and radio coverage at the time. First of  all some skulls of pre-human ‘ape-men’ believed to be some five million years  old  were  discovered,  and then the  Army  stepped  in


when the archaeologists found something they couldn’t explain, and that set off a lot of spooky goings-on in the area, including mass hallucinations of a great horned Devil that experts later put down to a gas leak.


“I met a retired policeman some years ago – he’d been a PC at the time – and he told me the whole area was cursed, and had been for centuries – he was absolutely adamant that none of the newspaper reports came anywhere near the truth of what happened at Hobbs End.


“Whatever the reason, that branch of the line was never extended, and the station itself was sealed up, keeping whatever secrets it might hide well beyond reach. Mind you, I hear stories like this all over the Tube – after all, there are plenty of abandoned stations for the spooks to hide out in, and miles of dark tunnels for them to creep about to do their worst. It’s interesting that you’ll never see a cat around Hobbs End, even now. They do say cats can sense the Devil – or maybe they just can’t abide the sewer smell you sometimes get there.”


Now, at forty-seven miles and serving forty-nine stations, the  Central Line has the longest length  of  track  in  the Tube. The  Hobbs   End   extension has    never    been     opened.   •
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To:


Simon Wesley, Histological Epidemiology, Hospital of Tropical Diseases & Medicine, NW1


From:


Prof. Margaret Winn, UCH London


Subject:


All Hallows Church


Dear Simon,


I really appreciated you returning my call, and was sorry to have missed it. I’ve been trying to get back to you, but things have been crazy here – I’m actually typing this under the table while I’m sitting through yet another pointless government presentation on the New Festival of Britain preparations. Mascot costumes of great British figures. I want to throw up.


Simon, I’m being smeared by my own department, and it’s over a breach of guidelines involving something that should, in my opinion, be made public knowledge.


You remember we talked about the current excavations at All Hallows Church, Blackheath? I was trying to work out why plague victims might have been buried there, and whether the excavations constituted a public health hazard. Diane Fermier at the London Metropolitan Archive kindly provided me with details of the 17th century boundary lines surrounding the park and church, and we turned up some anomalies.


Basically, there were reburials at the church overseen by a Hawksmoor architect called Thomas Moreby, who seems to have been involved in all manner of Satanic tomfoolery. I’m having trouble making sense of it all, but there are people who clearly believe he had plague victims buried for a purpose of his own. Moreby thought that those who had died of the plague would rise again if “expos’d to pure humours”. I know it’s hogwash, but in a funny way he was right – if the plague remained in their bodies after death, it was dormant but technically alive.


Apart from the possible health hazard, I thought that stopping the disinterment might give the archaeological team time to find out more – unfortunately it all has to be done right now in order to meet the targets set for the New Festival timetable.


Needless to say, my suggestion of stopping has been met with cries of outrage from the usual coterie of Health & Safety jobsworths employed by the council to keep information away from the general public.
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But here’s the odd part.


I talked to the site manager, Michael Brooks, and he told me that he was instructed to move any human remains he found into separate bio-hazard containers. This was ostensibly so that archaeological experts could sift through the material, but I contacted the team in charge of the site and they told me they knew nothing about this.


I wouldn’t bother you if I didn’t think there was a very real danger of contamination stemming from the excavation. You know far more about this sort of thing than I do, but I’m starting to doubt myself and need to canvass as many opinions as I can before I find myself locked out of my own office (I’m not kidding, someone has been going through my papers).


We’re talking about a disease that has lain dormant for four and a half centuries. We know the ground conditions at All Hallows (damp clay with a low oxygen/high acidity content) were good enough to preserve bodies, but there’s obviously a big difference between preservation and bacterial reanimation.


Most of the LMA’s documentation is in the form of parchment maps, so I can’t mail you any of our additional findings, but I’ve sent you a drop box of related material, including some background information on Moreby, a series of letters transcribed by my old schoolfriend Evelyn Hunt over at the Royal Society of Arts, and some clippings from newspapers of the time. If you get a chance to look through it, any help you can give me will be greatly appreciated.


I’m fighting this corner on my own.


Best,
Margaret






[image: image]



To:


Prof. Margaret Winn, UCH London


From:


Simon Wesley, Histological Epidemiology, Hospital of Tropical Diseases & Medicine, NW1


Subject:


All Hallows Church, Blackheath


Dear Margaret,


Sorry we keep missing each other. It’s a bit of a coincidence you writing to me about this, because most of the senior technicians here have been away on a course for the past week. You might be interested in what they were being sent off to study: “Emergency Procedures for London in the Event of An Unidentified Pandemic”. When they say “unidentified”, it tends to mean “of unknown origin”, i.e. something not stemming from Avian Flu or Bovine spongiform encephalopathy. Of course, it might be a coincidence – I couldn’t attend, but colleagues say there seemed to be a specific agenda behind the chosen subjects covered.


I’ve only had a quick look at the material in your drop box, it looks fascinating and I hope to get onto it more later today. Let me reply to your specific query, though.


Is it possible for a germ to survive that long in London soil? Absolutely.


Why don’t we all get sick every time somebody digs up a graveyard? Hundreds of excavations are undertaken in the capital every year, and we always insist that a set of precautionary guidelines is followed.


Have we ever found a reactivated (i.e. active & aggressive) germ in excavated landfill?


No.


The reasons for this are pretty simple. Most germs simply aren’t robust enough to survive exposure, and we are genetically different now. Plague germs have been known to survive a long time in stable conditions, but it’s highly unlikely that they could breach the human immunity chain. For one thing, the bubonic plague was passed by blood and sputum; it was never air-activated. This fact alone protects the population, disregarding a wide variety of other factors. Europe now lives within a global community. This has made us vulnerable to some new diseases, but has brought immunities against a host of others.
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However, the fleas that spread the plague were surprisingly efficient at carrying toxins. We were recently able to show the presence of around 100,000 Yersinia Pestis germs in a single flea. That’s the germ behind the Black Death. Here’s what it will do to a human.


Immediately after a bite occurs, symptoms such as headache, body aches and fever appear. Lumps arise, especially in the lymph nodes and lymph vessels. Once the pathogen has entered the bloodstream, it quickly spreads out to all organs and becomes a life-threatening sepsis via toxins. Now, you get enough fleas, and it might look as if a corpse has indeed started to rise, so perhaps your Thomas Moreby wasn’t that wide of the mark.


I’ve lately been hearing rumours about further government interest in this subject, and if you really think someone is monitoring your enquiries, I suggest we meet face to face in the future, just to be on the safe side.


Give me a call as soon as you get this.


Best,
Simon
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DOCUMENTS CONCERNING THE LIFE AND (?) DEATH OF THOMAS MOREBY, ARCHITECT. SCANS AND TRANSCRIPTIONS FROM VARIOUS SOURCES DISCOVERED AMONG THE COMPUTER FILES OF THE LATE PROFESSOR MARGARET WINN, UCH LONDON, FILENAME: LOTF [LORD OF THE FLEAS?]


▾


From: A Biographical Dictionary of British Architecture (RIBA publications, 1936):



Moreby, Thomas James (?1702–?1803) pupil of Nicholas Hawksmoor (1661–1736) qv. Worked with him on several London churches, notably Christ Church, Spitalfields and St Anne’s, Limehouse. Designed All Hallows, Blackheath (1736), in Hawksmoor’s late Baroque manner. Later in his long life he adopted the fashionable “Gothick” style and did much work for Sir Francis Dashwood at Medmenham Abbey. A specialist in grottoes, follies, mausolea and vaulted subterranean chambers for country houses. In his last years he devoted nearly all his energies to esoteric studies. Said to have died in a riot, or incarcerated in Bedlam. Details uncertain. Married. No issue.


▾


Manuscript fragment of Boswell’s Life of Dr. Johnson, omitted from the published version, found among the Boswell Papers at Malahide Castle.


(July 1782)


Johnson and I took boat from York Stairs to where, in the Doctor’s own immortal words,


“Greenwich smiles upon the silver flood”


— and from thence, as was our wont, we rambled on, till we reached the environs of Deptford. Finding ourselves in Hob’s Lane, Johnson stopped abruptly and shook his great frame as if shivering from the cold, though  in all  conscience  it was a very humid evening.



Boswell: Why do you halt and shudder so?
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Johnson: Why, sir, I know this place of old, and it is a wicked place. Sir, it is thoroughly damned and abominable.


I looked around in some amazement at my mean but seemingly quiet surroundings. The lane held several dwellings of unequal size and elegance, but we were stopped before a building of some refinement which I knew – to my shame – to be Mrs. Hackett’s establishment. It was then that I recalled that some years previously my friend had investigated with other men of science and learning some disturbances that occurred in this very lane.



Boswell: Is this not the site of the Hob’s Lane Ghost, sir?



Johnson: Ghost, sir! There was no ghost, sir!



Boswell: Then it was an imposture?



Johnson: I did not say that. There are more things in Heaven and Earth, and in truth more things under the earth than ghosts. It is true that the natives of this place vulgarly took it for a ghost, for they had not the wit to conceive aught else. They are all blockheads about here, sir: blockheads or rogues. There was much talk of the dead gnawing at each other’s bones beneath the ground and suchlike. I will say only this: that what some of us heard and one man, to his great illfortune, saw, was no phantasm, but something Hellish. And if ever a man received sure and certain knowledge of the torments of the life to come, the everlasting gnashing of teeth, and the punishment of the damned, it was I upon that night, sir, in Hob’s Lane.


I would have pressed my friend further on the matter, but he would not have it, and so we rambled on. Those who are curious on the matter of the “Hob’s Lane Disturbances”, as they were called, I would refer to an article in  the Gentleman’s Magazine   of March 1777. As we continued our walk, we came presently to the church of All Hallows which is on the road to Blackheath.  Johnson  stopped  once  more  outside  the
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wall that surrounds its graveyard and contemplated the edifice, a work of the celebrated architect and savant Thomas Moreby.



Johnson: This, I venture to think, is a very ill-favoured building.



Boswell: But you must own, sir, that its architect, Mr. Moreby, a pupil of the great Hawksmoor, is a man of some genius.



Johnson: Genius, sir! If there is such a thing as evil genius, then that I grant you. I verily believe that he built this edifice not  as a  monument to his Blessed Saviour, but  as an insult to his Sovereign Maker. If ever a man cast a stone in the very face of God, that man is Thomas Moreby.



Boswell: Why – are you acquainted with him in person, then?



Johnson: I have been. It was in connection with the Hob’s Lane affair. We had some words and, thinking to persuade me to his way of thinking, he revealed an intimate matter concerning my late wife Tetty and myself that I  alone should know.



Boswell: But how did he acquire such information?



Johnson: By damnable sorcery, sir! By converse with the dead! There is no other explanation.



Boswell: But what was it, concerning Hob’s Lane that he sought to persuade you of?



Johnson: Why, sir, to “let the sleeping dog lie”, as he put it. He told me of things that slumber beneath the earth, that gather wisdom and strength in darkness but must not be troubled in their midnight vegetations. But, said he, there will come a time when their master shall summon them, and the dead will arise and conquer the earth.
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Boswell: Why, what is this?



Johnson: Foul and blasphemous nonsense, sir!



Boswell: They say his Treatise on the Flea is a most curious and learned work.



Johnson: It is nothing but a farrago, sir, an olla podrida of magotty headed metaphysical nonsense. He would have us believe that the flea is a great instrument of regeneration. “Sir,” I said to him, “I have an abomination of fleas. My poor cat Hodge was my most loved companion for many years, and the only objection that I ever had to this excellent creature was that he was much inclined to harbour the flea. I verily believe that if ever the Devil created any one thing on this earth it was the flea, and so I say to you: ‘oak, oak!’” At which, I am glad to say, Mr. Moreby was much discomfited.



Boswell: But what is this “oak, oak”? *



Johnson: A magical incantation against the fleas, sir! From that instructive work, the Geoponica, by a Byzantine Greek of the seventh century. I had thought to  put  the  words in my Dictionary, but wiser, or should I say more cautious, counsels prevailed. Nevertheless I do believe it to be a sovereign incantation against the flea and have often used it to my own most commodious satisfaction.


This is yet another indication of my friend Dr. Johnson’s contradictory character. He was by nature the most rational of men and yet there were certain superstitions that clung to his person as a burr does to a coat of broadcloth.


* From Liddell & Scott’s Greek Lexicon (9th edition, 1968)
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▾


From: The Gentleman’s Magazine, March 1777:


UPON THE LATE
DISTURBANCES IN HOB’S LANE


O



N  THE  NIGHT  OF Saturday the 1st of   February  1777   many    gentle-


men eminent for their rank and character were, by the invitation of the Reverend Mr. Bacon, of All Hallows, Blackheath, assembled at the house of a Mrs. Hackett in Hob’s Lane, for the examination of various noises supposed to be made by departed spirits. There had been much complaint in the neighbourhood of fearful and unnatural sounds emanating chiefly from beneath the earth. Many likened these noises to the cries of wild beasts, or to the groans of men in torment. All agreed that the sounds were to be heard most clearly in the environs of Mrs. Hackett’s house, an educational establishment for young ladies. To the surprise of many, neither Mrs. Hackett nor her charges had added to the tumult of complaint, and so it was imagined by some that Mrs. Hackett’s young ladies were the cause of the troubles.  The Reverend Mr. Bacon and  the other  gentlemen  who included   the  distinguished   lexicogra-


pher Dr. Samuel Johnson sat rather more than an hour in Mrs. Hackett’s parlour, and, hearing nothing, interrogated Mrs. Hackett who denied, in the strongest terms, any knowledge or belief of fraud on the part of her girls. Then a few of the company, as they stood in the entrance hall, did hear something which was like a groaning or rumbling, but so far off that none could tell whether it was coming from above or below.


A thorough investigation was made of the young ladies’ rooms on the upper floors of the house and from them were recovered a number of items which might not generally be associated with the normal activities of young ladies at  a seat of learning. Various musical instruments were discovered, including  a trumpet, several kettledrums and a portable organ; together with manacles and chains, several pairs of riding boots, a curious leather seat on a rocking  base, some whips and scourges for  the taming of cattle  or horses,  spiked  collars  and a  singular   leather  and   brass   harness
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that appeared to be designed for use by a human being rather than a beast. Mrs. Hackett claimed that all these objects were about to be employed in a theatrical performance of her girls’ devising. Upon examination, the young ladies in question showed a disposition to be somewhat insolent towards the Reverend Mr. Bacon and his eminent companions, but no confession could be drawn from them. However, their general demeanour was enough to excite considerable suspicion among the company.


Only one other incident of note occurred. One of the Reverend Mr. Bacon’s associates, Dr. Spufford, a medical practitioner,  ventured  on his own into the cellars beneath Mrs. Hackett’s house  while  the  others were examining the young   ladies. On his return he  appeared  to  be  in a distracted  state and spoke of  “a great  engine forever groaning” in the subterranean  vaults  and of  monstrous forms  “like those  of  giant  insects” running  to and fro in great  spaces  under the earth. Having  spoken somewhat  incoherently of these things Dr. Spufford was suddenly  overcome and  swooned to  the  ground. While attempts were  being made to revive him, Mrs. Hackett vigorously denied    that    anything    was     to    be


found in her cellars apart from half a dozen old brandy barrels, and it was the vapours from these, the lady conjectured, that had been the cause of Dr. Spufford’s wild imaginings. Notwithstanding her protestations, several gentlemen, including Dr. Johnson, insisted upon inspecting the said cellars, but found nothing noteworthy in them, apart from a singularly oppressive atmosphere which, they quickly concluded, was what had effected Dr. Spufford’s seizure. It was, therefore, the general opinion of the remaining assembly that Mrs. Hackett’s young ladies possessed some art of making or counterfeiting the noises heard, and that there was no agency of any higher, or lower, cause. Mrs. Hackett was accordingly admonished to keep her charges in better order before the company left.


It is with the deepest regret that The Gentleman’s Magazine announces that Dr. Spufford has not recovered from his experiences in Hob’s Lane and that the balance of his mind would seem to have been permanently affected. We understand that he has been removed to the country where he has been placed in the devoted care of his sister, Mrs. Eliza Whiteman.
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▴


Frontispiece to A Treatise on the Flea, engraving from the portrait of Moreby by Thomas Hudson (1701–1779) – original now lost. The church tower in the background is believed to be that of All Souls, Blackheath.
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▾


Dedicatory Prologue to A Treatise on the Flea (1776) by Thomas Moreby:


Verses by Gracious Permission addressed
to Sir Francis Dashwood, 15th Baron Le Despencer
by his Most Humble & Most Obedient Servant. Thos. Moreby esq.


When Satan from the starry vault was hurl’d
He fell to earth and sought to rule the world,
And from his throne mid’ subterranean fire
Now sov’reinty dispenses, now his ire.
There in the depths he marshals all his might
And Gods Beneath are summoned to the fight.
“All hail, great Anarch,” cry they with one voice
“With dreadful clamour let all Hell rejoice!”
Then speaks their Lord “let not the trumpets bray


Before our Dark Designs have won the day.
Until our rule’s supreme let none draw breath,
Nor triumph hold, till we have conquered Death.
All Nature answers to His fell command
Princes and priests are crushed beneath His hand.
But I shall conquer Death, and grant to all
Immortal Life, who answer to my call.”
Thus spake the Anarch, and his stern decree
Went forth to put all peoples in his fee.
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And still the cry goes out that Death shall fail
And Life in Death shall through the world prevail,
Essential Salts revivify the corse
And loose upon the earth the Anarch Force.
To this great end I dedicate my song,
All may be right, when all that’s right is wrong.
In studies deep the midnight lamp I’ve burned
And now reveal the secrets I have learned.
I sing the Flea whose small and lowly mien
Shall through my Science dominate the scene.
And with this Treatise to all Men of Sense
Wisdom disclose, and Mysteries dispense.
O noble Dashwood, who in Caverns deep
Of Wycombe, sagest company doth keep.


Monarch of Hell Fire,* hearken to my lay
Approve me with your genius I pray.
Let sermons cavil, and let folly rant,
Unleash your Fire and castigate their cant;
Nor priest nor pedant dare objection raise
To what great Dashwood with his wit shall praise.
With wisdom from Beneath we’ll strike the sky:
When Life’s consumed, then Death Himself shall die.


* Sir Francis Dashwood (1708–1781), wit and politician, who held
 sessions of his infamous Hell Fire Club in caves on his estate at
   West Wycombe, and later at Medmenham Abbey.
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▾


Letters from Anna Whitby, daughter of Oliver Whitby, wine merchant of Cheapside, to her Cousin Miss Catherine Orlebar (Later Lady Melville, wife to the Lord Chief Justice of England) of Overton Court, Kent. The following letters were recently found in a sealed casket in an attic room of Overton Court. Attached to the casket was a paper in Catherine, Lady Melville’s, hand with this inscription: NOT TO BE OPENED IN MY LIFETIME NOR IN THAT OF MY CHILDREN. The letters are here transcribed by Dr. Evelyn Hunt F.R.S.A. for the first time.


No.15 Cheapside
August 2nd, 1803


Dearest Cousin,


Your last letter gave me much pleasure, and excited – do not be astonished, my dear Catherine – a very sincere envy in me. You would chafe at the monotony and dullness of your life in the country, but to me it seems a Sylvan Idyll compared with the alarms and excursions of a town existence. London in high summer, as it now is, is a most abominable place, believe me. The putrid odours of waste that rise from every street and midden seem to hang in the air like a miasma. I would fain fly to your country retreat to be with you, dearest Catherine, and breathe untainted air, but business keeps my father in the town and, since poor Mama’s death, he will barely let me from his side. This is doubly agitating since it prevents me from seeing my beau Melville of whom I told you in my last letter. Though poor, he is of good family, being the younger son of a Baronet. He eats his dinners in Gray’s Inn and will, one day, I am assured, be a great man of the Law. Two days ago Father let me out in the evening with my servant Jane and we walked in Vauxhall gardens. There, by a previous secret arrangement, I was able to snatch a few stolen moments with my Melville.


Yesterday, my father brought to the house a man whom I had not met before, whether an acquaintance or business colleague of his I cannot tell. His name is Mr. Moreby. In appearance he is a very proper, gentlemanlike man whom I would put in his forties, though it is hard to tell his age. I cannot say that I like him, though I do not know why I do not, for he has a most courteous, if old fashioned, address, but Father seemed very anxious that I should make him welcome, and so I did. He has strong features and a very piercing eye with which he watched me avidly in intervals between talking over some business with my father.  Presently he asked me  where and when  I was born.  On  being informed,
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Mr. Moreby smiled, patted my hand – which I did not care for – and said: “I congratulate you, my dear. You were born under a most favourable conjunction.” I did not know what he meant and would have asked him, only he turned his attention back to business with my father who, with a look and a gesture, intimated that I must leave the room. I do not like Mr. Moreby.


The servant has just come into the room conveying a message from my father that Mr. Moreby will be here once again, within the hour, and that I am to prepare to receive him. In haste therefore I finish this letter, hoping, nay entreating, my dearest Catherine, that you will write back to me directly.


Ever your loving and affectionate cousin,


Anna


No.15 Cheapside


August 15th, 1803


My dearest Catherine,


I received your last letter with the greatest delight, and thank you most sincerely for it. You call your country gossip dull, but, believe me, Cousin, I rejoice at it. Would that my life were as dull! For, since my last letter, a number of incidents have occurred which fill me with the most profound alarm and agitation.


Mr. Moreby, of whom I told you in my last, began to visit my father’s house almost daily, sometimes twice in a day. The ostensible reason for these calls was business – Mr. Moreby has a wide acquaintance among the nobility and has promised to secure contracts from them for my father to supply wines to them – but increasingly he has begun to pay court to me. I need not tell you how unwelcome his attentions have been. Not only to I find his person disgusting – albeit without definite cause – but, as you know, my heart is given elsewhere, to Mr. Melville. Mr. Melville is yet without fortune or gainful occupation, but we have given to each other those secret promises that only the heart can give, and we are prepared to wait until our union can be blessed with material security.


On several occasions my father left me alone in the front parlour with Mr. Moreby and would not allow me to escape. Mr. Moreby, it is true, conducted himself perfectly properly, for his manners are most gentlemanlike, but my unease grew on every occasion that I had intercourse alone  with him. He takes a great interest  in  all  my  doings  and  has  wormed from me all manner of admissions






[image: image]



concerning my poor young life that I would barely have thought to confide even to you, or my Melville. When, in return, I asked some things concerning himself, I received the vaguest and most vapid responses. I understand that he is an architect, and a man of considerable means, the possessor of much property in London, but beyond that I know nothing. When I sought, by the politest means possible, to enquire his age, I was met with nothing but evasion. Indeed, a warning look from him indicated that I should not pursue the matter further.


I told you in my last letter that I had thought him to be forty, but now I am less certain. He is a vigorous and active man with an upright bearing, but there is something about his lean face that appears worn, as if it were something very old that has been carefully preserved. The eyes, moreover, whose irises are of the palest grey, are, when not animated by some fierce, inscrutable passion, curiously dull and weary, like those of a very ancient and tired man. His hands are firm and strong but quite horribly cold. I dread his touch.


Yesterday evening, after Mr. Moreby had gone, I told my father that I did not care for Mr. Moreby and that henceforth I would not be left alone in his company. My father’s response to this was very strange. He looked fearfully at me and then proceeded to beg me to continue to entertain Mr. Moreby. I told him that I would not yield until he revealed to me the exact nature of his relations with this person.


As you know, Catherine, when my dear mother – your aunt – was alive, it was she who managed the wine business which she had inherited from our grandfather. Since her death, I was aware that there had been a falling off in its prosperity, but I had not known till now the extent of the decline. My father is not a precise man of business and he has a great weakness for cards at which he has sustained heavy losses. In short, I discover that he is greatly in Mr. Moreby’s debt and that without this man’s continued support we are  all  but  destitute.


It was a most shameful and distressing scene. My poor father went on his knees and begged me to show Mr. Moreby some kindness. He even suggested that I should welcome his addresses as a suitor for my hand! When he saw the anger and astonishment on my face, he retracted this last proposal, but I could tell that he is full of fear.


What is this man Moreby that he should hold my poor father like an insect in his hand? And what am I to do? I have written to Melville explaining my peril, and now to you, dear Cousin. I know there is nothing you can do, but it is some small consolation to be assured that you understand and   feel  sympathy  for—


Your most unhappy but devoted cousin,


Anna
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Moreby House, Blackheath


September 13th, 1803


Dearest Cousin,


You will be surprised to hear from me after so long an interval, but you will be still further astonished to hear that I am married, and to Mr. Moreby! I am almost fearful to write this, seeing as I do in my imagination the look of reproach in your eyes as you read the above sentence, but bear with me, I beg you, and have pity on  your  most  dejected  and  miserable  friend.


The day after I had sent my last letter to you Mr. Moreby came to the house. I kept to my room, hoping to avoid seeing him altogether, but even there I could not avoid hearing him. My father and he were having a most violent altercation in the front parlour and the noise could be heard all over the house. Finally I heard my father come out of the chamber and into the hall at the foot of the stairs. He called up to me,  requesting  that  I should  come down stairs to  meet  Mr. Moreby who  had  something  very  particular  to  say  to  me.


Imagine, dearest Catherine, how my heart beat in my breast with apprehension, as I descended the stairs. Both men were standing in the hall below me. My father trembled like an aspen leaf, but Moreby was motionless, his pale eyes fixed upon me. I swear that he did not even draw breath during my descent. A  curious  smile  distorted  his  lips.


Without a word my father ushered me into the parlour and then stood behind Mr. Moreby facing me while Mr. Moreby stepped forward and took my hand in his icy fingers.


“My dear, Anna,” said he, “your father has kindly consented to grant me the honour of asking for your hand in marriage.”


Picture, if you will, my consternation! It took me some little while to compose myself, and all the while I felt the eyes of Mr. Moreby upon me. It was then that I became aware of an element of uncertainty, even discomfiture in Mr. Moreby’s look. He had some feelings, after all, of the kind we call human and, for all his air of invincibility, it hurt him to think that my senses were disgusted at him. This gave me courage, even though I could see my father standing behind him and staring at  me  with  imploring  eyes.


“Mr. Moreby,” said I, “I am very sensible of the honour you have done me. I must own that it is very sudden, but I feel I owe it to myself, to my dear father and to you to give it my most earnest consideration. Allow me therefore the privilege of youth, that is: a little time for reflection upon your momentous offer. When you next have the goodness to attend upon me, sir, you shall have your answer.”
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I saw a mixture of relief and agitation in my father’s face, and untrammelled annoyance in Mr. Moreby’s. Nevertheless he bowed to me and bent over my hand as if to kiss it. I felt his icy breath on the  backs of  my fingers.


“I shall attend upon you in the forenoon tomorrow, then,” he said.


“Pardon me, sir,” said I, “but you are too hasty. Well was it said that the impetuosity of youth is as nothing to the impatience of old age—” At this Mr. Moreby glared at me with such ferocity that I was all but struck dumb. Nevertheless, I continued: “If you will have the goodness to be here in the forenoon of the day after tomorrow, I shall promise you an answer that will put you in no doubt as to my feelings on the matter.” And with that I  left  the room.


At once I retired to my room and scribbled a note to Mr. Melville which I dispatched by my faithful servant Jane. The following day I asked my father if I, accompanied by Jane, might take a walk in Hyde Park that afternoon. My father was very reluctant, but I prevailed upon him by saying that my answer to Mr. Moreby depended upon my being given the freedom to reflect upon the decision he had imposed on me.


Accordingly at three o’clock I found myself in Hyde Park where a Post Chaise was waiting for me. With Jane who was carrying a few humble necessaries for the journey, I got in and was conveyed thence North to the village of Finchley. There, Jane left me and I was joined by Mr. Melville who had ridden from Gray’s Inn. He entered the carriage and bade the coachman drive North  with  all  speed.


I thought my happiness complete. Within two days we would be North of the border at Gretna Green where our Union could be legitimised. Mr. Melville took my hand and poured out to me the passionate longings of his heart while the Post Chaise rattled and bumped Northwards  from  Finchley.


But our elopement was short-lived. We had gone barely ten miles from Finchley and had not yet reached the outskirts of Barnet when my Melville, looking behind him through the back window of the carriage, drew my attention to three dark and cloaked figures on horseback fast  gaining  on our  carriage.


“Highwaymen!” He said and put his head out of the window of the chaise to urge our coachman to make greater speed. Just then we heard a shot fired and a ball sang past Mr. Melville’s head which he promptly withdrew into the carriage. Then another shot and we felt a kind of bump above our heads while at the same time the pace of the chaise  seemed  to  slacken.


“By God, they’ve got the coachman!” cried Melville who, while the carriage was still in motion, climbed out of the window and onto the coachman’s box to take over the reins. By this time, however, the horses had slackened their pace to a trot and the horsemen were upon us. The coachman, mortally wounded, tumbled off the box of his own volition. Melville put up a bold resistance but was knocked into a ditch by two of the riders to be left for dead. I do not know
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at this moment if he lives or not because presently the third man entered the carriage. I was seized, blindfolded, gagged and  my hands tied.


My mind can recall mercifully little of that ride back South to my father’s house. I know only that my captors were rough and uncouth. Their voices were barely intelligible, more like the groans of wild beasts than the articulations of rational beings. By the time I had been conveyed – still bound and blindfolded – to my father’s house, rage had superseded despair. Then, as I lay where I had been thrown, on my bed, a kind of calm, cold and still, settled on my mind.


The following morning I was untied and the blindfold taken from my eyes. I realised that throughout the night I had been attended by two guardians whom I had never seen before, a man and a woman, large folk, slabby of face and dull of eye. I noticed that whenever I made to move they tensed themselves in preparation for an onslaught. Presently my father came into the room, his face a wreck of guilt and anguish so that I felt only pity for him.


With tears in his eyes, he explained to me that unless I consented to marry Mr. Moreby, he was ruined, and the rest of his days would be spent in the Fleet Prison for debt. He begged my forgiveness for the misfortune he had heaped upon me, but at the same time implored me to save him from ignominious destitution.


Coldly I told him that I would agree to his request at which he fell upon me with many tears and protestations of love, but I shook him off. I ordered one of the guardians who were still in the room to remove him from my sight. The man obeyed with heavy reluctance at the second time of my asking. Dry-eyed, I saw the look of despair in my father’s face as he realised that my love for him had, by his actions,  been  extinguished  for  ever.


I will not tell in detail the days that followed. Mr. Moreby visited me once to tell me when and where I was to be joined to him in holy matrimony. I affected to show not the slightest emotion at his announcement and I saw that this displeased him.


And so, on Wednesday last in the afternoon, I was taken by my father in a closed carriage to the church of All Hallows in Blackheath where, by the Reverend Mr. Bacon, the ancient rector of that parish, I was united to Mr. Moreby. The only other person present at the ceremony, apart from Mr. Bacon, my father, Mr. Moreby and myself was a decrepit pew opener who was given sixpence to sign the register as witness. No organ played, no choir sang. I looked into the eyes of Mr. Bacon and saw only the feeble terror of solitary old age. He too was somehow in thrall to Moreby.


There was no wedding breakfast; there was no nuptial journey. I was carried at once to Mr. Moreby’s house in Blackheath. It is a great place with many rooms, but singularly bare  of  furniture,  pictures  or  of  any  common  comforts.  There






[image: image]



appear to be many servants in the house but what they do is a mystery to me. I insisted that my maid Jane must be with me, to which Mr. Moreby, with a very ill grace, eventually assented.


And now, my dearest Catherine, I must trespass upon your delicacy and relate to you what passed between me and my husband when we retired to our chamber that night. It would not have been my desire to acquaint you with the secrets of the marriage bed – which, I doubt not you will soon discover for yourself and in happier circumstances than I – but I must, for it has filled me with strange forebodings.


There was at least a fire in the bedchamber and my Jane had seen to a warming pan. I had gone up to prepare for the groom’s arrival with what apprehensions stirring in my breast you may readily imagine. I was preparing to offer up my maidenhood to a man that I abominated before all others.


I had waited some considerable time in my shift and with my hair combed and brushed by the faithful Jane when he arrived. I will not say he was drunk but there was brandy on his breath. Summarily he dismissed Jane who was all too happy to quit the scene. Then, seating himself in a chair, he bade me stand before the fire and remove my shift. His eyes never left me as I proceeded to do so. I asked if I could now get into bed, but he said I was not to do so but to walk to and fro, naked as I was, in the roseate glow of the fire. You will ask me why I obeyed him so readily, but he had a sword with him which he had drawn and was waving carelessly before me, its thin, polished blade and needle point glinting red and gold in the firelight. While watching hungrily as I walked to and fro before the fire he – I blush to recall it, dear Catherine – he proceeded to do what men do when, as I understand it, they wish to pleasure themselves. When this was done, a kind of dullness overtook him. He bade me put on my shift again and get into bed.


He rose from his chair and came to stand over me in the bed.


“You may wonder,” said he, “why I do not cut off the flower of your maidenhead as is my right, but I have consulted our horoscopes. I am looking to a favourable aspect for our first congress. When Venus is in alignment with Saturn, then you must prepare yourself for the great moment.”


“And when will that be, sir?” I asked in trepidation.


“It shall be when I tell you, my lady,” said he sharply and quitted the room.


And so you may say, dear Cousin, that it is the stars which have hitherto saved me from the loss of my virgin patent. Yet every night since that first one Mr. Moreby has come to my room – I call it mine for my husband chooses to sleep, or not as the case may be, elsewhere – commanded me to walk naked before the fire and pleasured himself by this spectacle. You may readily imagine, dearest Catherine, the unspeakable humiliation which these nocturnal events occasion in my breast.
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During the day, I rarely see him, and am not permitted to leave the house unless I am accompanied by at least one of his servants. These servants of his are a very curious breed. They are both male and female, large, lumbering, dull of eye and incoherent of speech. My maid Jane, who sees more of them than I do, tells me that they shun the light whenever they can and keep the windows of their quarters shuttered. Needless to say my Jane cares for them no more than I do. “It is as if they are of another race,” she says.


One curious incident concerning them I will relate.


Though, I have difficulty in going out, I am given the liberty of the house and one of my few pleasures is to make use of Mr. Moreby’s library whose shelves are filled with many curious volumes. One afternoon I was in the library, reading The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy which I had the delight of finding there, when I heard a curious noise. At that time of day the house is usually as silent as the grave: one can hear a mouse trot, or a fly fall into a spider’s web. This noise appeared to come from behind that part of the panelled wall of the library on which hung Mr. Hudson’s portrait of my husband. It was a kind of low, querulous mumbling sound like several old men quarrelling over a trifle.


I went over to that part of the room from which the noise came and listened intently, but could make out nothing distinctly. When I examined the panelling on which the portrait hung I observed a long straight groove in the wood, as if the portrait were concealing a secret door. A closer look revealed that the door  could be opened by sliding down two small metal studs in the panel which released  a bolt of some kind. The door swung open to disclose a short, dark passageway leading to another door at the end of it. The sound of  mumbling was  now  louder.


I walked down the passage to the other door which was opened by the simple lifting of a wooden latch. I opened the door.


I cannot even now quite explain the mysterious horror which the scene I beheld excited in me. Perhaps I had best merely describe it to you. The room I had entered was entirely without windows and lit solely by a few smoky rush lights and a fire that burned in a tiny grate. The atmosphere was unbearably hot and stifling. My presence was not immediately noticed, so I was able for some moments to spy upon the scene unobserved.


At a long table in the centre of the room were seated seven people, four men, three women, whom I recognised as being some of Mr. Moreby’s servants. They were in the process of eating a dinner, and the altercation, as I surmised, had arisen over who was to have the largest share of the food that was set upon the table. No cutlery of any kind was in evidence and they were eating it  with  their  bare  hands.


But the worst of it was the food itself. Imagine my revulsion when I saw that it was raw flesh, uncooked. What the flesh itself was I cannot say. I saw traces of smooth whitish skin,  and some black skin too. It most  probably   came   from   a
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pig, though a most unusual one without bristles on its hide. When these servants were aware of my presence they looked dumbly at me but made no move. Two of them who had been tearing apart between them what looked like the upper thigh of a hog dropped the red flesh on the floor. It fell with a sound like a slap, and a splash of blood. The meat, whatever it was, must have been very fresh.


I turned and retreated through the door, closing it behind me. When I reached the library I bolted the panelled door. My heart raced; my breast heaved at the mysterious horror of what I had just witnessed.


While I was in that library I made one further discovery which may strike you as scarce credible, but which I assure you is true.


I have told you that on the panel which was a hidden door, there was a portrait of my husband by Mr. Hudson. What had struck me as curious was that though Mr. Moreby now looks scarcely older than his portrait, in that picture he is dressed in a very old fashioned suit of clothes. When I examined the picture more closely I discovered it to be signed and dated thus:


Thos. Hudson pinxit 1762


It was painted over forty years ago! And I had taken my husband to be now in his forties or fifties! Diligently I began to search the library for some clue to my husband’s true age. At last I found it in the shape of a copy of his Treatise on the Flea. There was a frontispiece engraving of this very portrait and, in a cartouche below it, the following:


Thomas Moreby esq. Aetat.  60


Good heaven! The man was sixty in 1762! That means he is now over a hundred! What can this mean? Only conceive my astonishment and   dismay!


The rest of the day I spent in dread that the servants might tell Mr. Moreby of my adventure in their quarters, but when he came to my room that night for his nocturnal amusement, he said nothing. I suspect that the servants too are afraid of my husband and that in any case they are too inarticulate and slow-witted to express themselves rationally. This may yet work to my    advantage.


As I told you, my husband is seldom at home during the day, and I do not go about with him, but last week Mr. Moreby took me to see the mad folk in Bedlam. It was a curious spectacle which I have never beheld before, though I have often heard speak of. The unfortunate creatures are displayed, some in open rooms, some – the more dangerous – behind the bars of cells or in specially constructed cages. Here you will see men and women of every class and degree, some clothed in finery, others next to naked, but all distracted and most of them seemingly oblivious of the scrutiny which is directed towards them by their fashionable observers. But I have brought this subject up out of no idle intention to divert you with the sights of London, but for a purpose. What occurred there, dear Cousin, was most curious and, to  me,  strangely  alarming.
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As we were shown around the place by one of the asylum’s custodians – a villainous looking fellow in all conscience and perhaps little better than his charges – Mr. Moreby was in his most animated mood and, as a man of Science, endeavoured to explain to me his theories of mental derangement which I cannot remember exactly but had to do, if I remember rightly, with “an imbalance of essential salts” or some such. Be that as it may, I remember that when we entered the first room where the patients were housed, he was talking of this. The occupants were all women, quite respectable and decently clothed if not in their right minds. Our guide, whose name was Jacob Sims, told me that they were ones who were “melancholy mad”, and in truth they were very subdued and withdrawn in their behaviour. However, when they caught sight of Mr. Moreby, I noticed that a change came over them. They began to mutter fearfully together and withdraw into the corner of the room furthest from him. When, with a show of good humour, he approached them, they either cowered where they stood with a great show of terror, or scuttled away from him into another, more distant corner. My husband seemed quite undisconcerted by their reaction; indeed he laughed, remarking that “These distracted creatures at least recognise the presence of a Great One.” Sims, our cicerone, expressed some concern, but Mr. Moreby put  silver in his  hand, and  commanded him to show us  more.


As we passed from room to room, their occupants offered the same reaction to Mr. Moreby. Then we came to a row of single rooms with barred doors like prison cells in which, we were told, the most dangerous patients were incarcerated. These people too cowered back onto their wretched straw bedding when they saw my husband pass. He paid little attention to these unfortunates until he came to one particular cell  at the end of the  row.


Having peered in, Mr. Moreby tapped on the bars with his cane and peremptorily commanded Sims to open it. Sims said that he dare do no such thing, for that particular cell contained the most violent and dangerous  inmate  in all  Bedlam.


My husband turned on him with a venemous look.


“Do you know who I am? I could have you removed from your situation this very instant if I so wished. You will do as I command. I take full responsibility. No danger will come to any of us. I have a means of quelling the madness of these creatures. Open the cell door, damn you!”


Sims did as he was told without further argument.


The man who confronted us was squat and dark with a brooding insolence written on his countenance. When he saw Mr. Moreby he let out a sharp cry and began to grovel on the floor of his cell.


“I see you have come to your senses at last, Verney,” said Mr. Moreby with a mocking sneer.
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At this Sims was much amazed and asked my husband if he knew the patient, at which he received a sharp “Mind your business, damn you, you poxy turnkey!” All the while this Verney was crawling about his cell, searching in his straw and seemingly picking up small  things in his fingers  and eating  them.


“What are you doing, Verney, you lunatic dog?” said Moreby.


“I have found the elixir of life!” Verney replied. At this he held up something between his thumb and forefinger so small that I could barely see it. It was an insect and, as I later ascertained, a flea. This he raised above his open mouth and, by crushing the creature between his digits, sprinkled a tiny drop of foul fluid onto his tongue.


Mr. Moreby, thrusting teasingly at him with the end of his cane, addressed him thus, in a low, sneering tone: “You have found nothing of the kind, damn your soul to perdition. You were vain enough to think you could steal secrets from me. But wisdom comes from within. Learn this, my idiot friend: a book, however great, is but a mirror: when a fool looks into it he sees only the ape’s face of his own folly. If you are so wise, how is it that you come to be here in this cell?”


Such was the scorn and contempt in my husband’s voice that I almost thought to pity this Verney who was by now cowering and snarling on the stinking straw of his bed. Mr. Moreby turned away from Verney and made to leave the cell, signifying to Sims that he should lock it as soon as he was out.


“Wait!” cried Verney. “Master, wait! I have  something to  show  you!”


Mr. Moreby turned and, waving Sims aside, went back into the cell, holding a scented handkerchief up to his nose to abate the stench. Verney scrabbled in a great heap of foul straw and, to my astonishment, drew out a model in miniature of a building made from card and paper, a thing of exquisite workmanship. It was a temple or church, somewhat resembling my husband’s design of All Hallows, Blackheath, but with more of the Gothick style about it. Verney’s eyes gleamed as he held it up for our inspection, then, with one hand he removed the front of the building, in a single piece of card, to reveal the interior which, if possible, was even more perfectly fashioned than the exterior.


We all three stared in astonishment, but our surprise was not complete, for the interior of the temple appeared to be populated with miniature moving figures! At an altar, a tiny creature in a tabard of black cloth appeared to be officiating at some ceremony while on the altar, fixed by thin threads of cotton, was another animated creature waving its limbs in the air in an agony of helplessness. Further figures were dragging about wagons attached to them by threads. These wagons had in them images like pagan idols. Others, fixed to the floor, were waving very little needles, like swords, at each other. I looked closer. Every figure was a flea.
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“How dare you steal my designs!” cried Mr. Moreby. The next instant he had snatched the model from Verney’s hands, dashed it to the ground and trampled it into fragments. The lovely thing was now a piece of rubbish. Verney let out a howl like a dog in agony, and began to glare at my husband with bestial ferocity. Mr. Moreby retreated from the cell and Sims had just turned the key in the door before Verney sprang at the bars to get at us. Mr. Moreby laughed and thrust at Verney through the bars with his stick.


“Do not fret, my old friend,” he cried mockingly, “you have all the time in the world to recreate your foolish little toy.”


With a sudden movement Verney seized my husband’s cane – which had a great amethyst bound with gold in its top – drew it through the bars, and, putting it up to his mouth, bit it in half, like a dog. I heard the wretched man’s teeth crack in the execution of this feat. Enraged, my husband made to draw his sword but he was restrained by Sims who said: “Come away, sir! Come away! You have done enough!” With a very ill grace Mr. Moreby consented to go, and very soon we had left that dreadful place.


When we were in the carriage going back to Blackheath I asked Mr. Moreby who this Verney was.


“He was the maker of my architectural models. A good craftsman in his humble way, but he stole from me and left my employment without permission.” There was a silence and then my husband put his face horribly close to mine and almost whispered these words at me: “I brought you to Bedlam, madam, not for your amusement, but for your instruction. Now you have seen what becomes of those creatures of mine who run from me.”


One further thing, my dearest Catherine, I must tell you, before I despatch Jane with this letter. This house, which is virtually my prison, has few visitors but yesterday afternoon as I was coming down stairs after my rest I heard voices coming from the library. The door which opens onto the hall was ajar and I stationed myself so that I could see through it. None of my husband’s servants seemed to be about so I felt comparatively safe.


Mr. Moreby was leaning carelessly against the mantelpiece and was talking to a stout woman in her middle years, with a painted face and a beauty patch above her right eyebrow. Her clothes were gaudy and cheap, and she had a most unladylike air about her. I wondered what her business was in my husband’s house.


“We have kept an eye on her, sir,” she was saying. “She does not stray from the house except to see her father.”


“And that maid of hers?”


“What maid? You said nothing about a maid.”


“Damn you, do I have to spell out every instruction? She has a  little  maid
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who may run errands for her. I want her watched as well, damn you. Do you understand, Mrs. Hackett?”


“I will oblige you, Mr. Moreby.”


“And all is prepared for the October Sabbath?”


“The invitations are sent. All is in order, sir. But it seems a shame—”


“What are you talking about now, you damned old harridan?”


“Such a pretty face, and quite unmarked by the pox. I hid behind a pillar and stole a glance at her when you were in All Hallows. It’s becoming harder by the day to find young girls like that, and her by way of being a lady too. She could make us a fortune.”


“Hold your tongue, you old fool! You know not what you are talking of. October the 7th is the day. All the planetary aspects are favourable. It is a great work that I do, one of which you in your foul and petty world have no conception. Have you my money for the last quarter?”


At this moment I heard a servant entering the hall, and so I thought my best course was to make myself known. I opened the door and entered the library, feigning surprise as I did so to see my husband with another woman. Mr. Moreby’s eyes flashed anger at me.


“My dear, do you never think to knock when you enter my library?”


“Sir,” said I, “you are never at home during the day. Thus I did not expect to find you here, and in company too.” Then turning to the woman, I said: “Madam, I believe I have not had the pleasure of your acquaintance till now.”


In the curtest possible tones Mr. Moreby performed the introductions: “Mrs. Hackett – my wife, Mrs. Moreby.”


“Charmed, I’m sure, ma’am,” said Mrs. Hackett attempting a curtsey with a dreadful simper.


“Mrs. Hackett runs an educational establishment for young ladies in Hob’s Lane, hard by All Hallows.”


“Wherein, I am sure, they are taught many elegant accomplishments,” said I. Both my husband and Mrs. Hackett looked at me searchingly, but were met with the blandest of countenances. Young, I may be, unschooled in the ways of the world perhaps, but I am not a fool. I know a bawd when I see one.


I walked over to the table by the window, whereon lay the volume of Tristram Shandy that I was reading. I picked it up, explaining that this was my purpose in visiting the library; then, having begged them to excuse me, I quitted the room and went quickly up the main stairs. When I was on the first landing I turned to see my husband in the hall looking up at me enquiringly. It was a deep and penetrating gaze and I believe that had I let him hold my eyes for any length of time I might have revealed to him all the secrets  of  my  heart.
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Wednesday, 20th September


This letter has been a long one, for I am afforded few opportunities of sending it, as I intend to, by Jane who is the only person I can entrust with the task. But I am glad to have kept it back, for Jane came with some news just now which gladdened my heart immeasurably. My Melville is not dead! He was severely injured by the attack upon the coach and is still recovering. Now, having almost resigned myself to my fate, I am tormented by hopes of salvation. I send this to you at the same time as I send a letter to Mr. Melville in hopes that my two missives will find both of you in better  spirits  than


Your unfortunate cousin,


Anna
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Moreby House, Blackheath


October 1st, 1803


Dearest Cousin,


One dreadful misfortune falls on another, not the least of which was Mr. Moreby’s dismissal of my servant Jane. He would give no reason for his action, but I doubt not that Mrs. Hackett’s spies were responsible. Moreover, nearly all my father’s servants have been discharged and replaced by creatures of my husband Moreby. Only two ancient retainers remain, by one of whom, my father’s butler Spencer, I send this letter in fervent hopes that it will reach you.


After overhearing the curious intercourse between my husband and Mrs. Hackett, I became more than ever aware that I was being watched. This great dark house in Blackheath is become a prison, and Mr. Moreby my principal gaoler. Though he has on occasion allowed me to visit my father it is never without an escort of one or more of his detestable servants. They have no conversation, their persons are unpleasing to look at and the odour they exude is become so unbearable that I am compelled to carry with me at all times an orange stuck with cloves to dispel the foetid stench of decay. Such is its pervasive power, indeed, that I can always tell when one of these loathsome creatures is in the vicinity. Unseen and unheard, they yet announce their presence to my nostrils which, I suppose, has its advantages.


I have become increasingly apprehensive about my husband’s movements. I have told you that during the day he was nearly always absent, but it struck me as curious that I rarely saw him leave the house. We might meet  at  breakfast  – at which, I might add, he never speaks to me and scarcely eats – then I would see him go into the library. In the course of the next hour it would become  clear that he had left the house for I would find the library  empty,  and  the servants, upon being asked where their  master  was,  would  mumble  that  he  had “gone  out”.


Yesterday I determined to find a solution to this mystery. Having seen Mr. Moreby enter the library shortly after breakfast I kept an eye upon the library door without, I think, arousing suspicion from my husband’s servants who are, in all conscience, slow-witted blockheads to a man and woman. When above an hour had passed, I went to the door of the library, opened it and found, as I had feared, that the room was innocent of Mr. Moreby’s presence. Yet there was evidence that he had been there.


Two books lay on the table by the window, one open, the other shut. The smaller of the two, which was unopened, was crudely bound in black vellum. On looking inside I discovered it to be a kind of note book, hand  written  in  a
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very crabbed, antique style, mostly in black, but some in a dark red ink, like the colour of rust. The front page was inscribed in a great flourish Liber de Nigra Peregrinatione, which means The Book concerning the Black Pilgrimage. Underneath, the following had been scrawled in an orthography and spelling of over a hundred years back:


“Accounte of a journeye, anno 1672, in which I, Amos Motherby*, visited the Black Cathedral in the Citie of Chorazin, and therein sawe many wondrous and terrible things and learned of the secrets that may not be known by the common herde of men. I took therefrom a companion, factotum, or as the vulgar have it, familiar and also many secret formularies concerning Essential Saltes and how the Essential Saltes of a man may be prepared and preserved in a depe and secret place, without any criminal Necromancy, so that, when expos’d to pure humoures, his shape may defie the worm and be rais’d up from whereinto his Bodie has been layed, to walk amongst his fellowes againe.”


The rest of this book was mostly written in Shelton’s short hand writing, or tachygraphy such as I have seen my father use in his journals and account books, but I felt no inclination to set myself to decipher it. Nevertheless, in looking through it, I came across one item of note. It was a drawing in black ink, crudely done, but most strange and alarming. It was of a creature, and whether it was human or not I cannot easily say. I might say it was half-human, for it was dressed in some kind of ragged robe with a cowl that covered most of its head. (Mercifully perhaps!) It appeared to be in motion, albeit of a crooked and shambling kind, and I did not care to look at it long. Underneath had been written the following in Latin:



Vera imago comitis quem apportavi ex urbe Chorazinis, nomine Anarchon, aut Ille qui Spectat in Caligine.


“The true image of the companion I took out of the city of Chorazin, his name being Anarchon or The One who Watches in Darkness.”


I shut this book and turned my attention to the other volume on the table.


The second book was a printed folio which had been taken from a high shelf. It was Alexander of Pergamon’s De Morbis Siderum (Concerning the Diseases of the Stars), a book of the fifth century after Christ, this  edition  printed  at  Genoa


* It may or may not be significant that Amos Motherby is an anagram of Thomas Moreby.
Evelyn Hunt F.R.S.A.
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in 1602. I speak as if I know the book intimately which I do not, but I have seen a similar copy to it in my father’s study. He was poring over the book one day and, when I taxed him with it, he seemed vexed. With reluctance he told me that the volume was a prime manual of divination and that with it he could calculate the most favourable aspects for him to win at the gaming table. If this is so, then I can only conclude that it has served him very ill.


The book contained many tables with dates and planetary signs in them which struck me as of little interest, but there were passages in Latin in between them. One sentence in particular on the page where it lay open attracted my attention for it had been marked by a small red triangle in the margin.



Tertio die Novae Lunae, Saturno cum Venere conjugente, tum, sanguine virginis in die suae nativitatis, dominetur Daemon Anarchon, qui nonnunquam appellatur, Pulicarius, vel Magister Pulicum, cuius sub regno immane resurgant Dementes Mortui, etiamque Terra terrore contremebit. “On the third day of the new moon when Saturn is in conjunction with Venus, then, by the blood of a virgin upon the day of her nativity, the Demon Anarchon, often called ‘Flea Bearer’ or ‘Master of Fleas’, may rule, under whose monstrous reign the Witless Dead shall rise and even the Earth shall tremble with terror.”


At another time and in other circumstances this passage might not have struck me so forcibly, nor made my heart beat violently within my breast, but I knew my Almanack. In four days from now there is to be a new moon, and three days after that on the 7th of October it is my nineteenth birthday, the day of my nativity. With trembling fingers I shut the book, then, recollecting that if he saw it shut, my husband would know that I had read the odious passage, I frantically searched through the book to find it again, and lay it open at the same page.


When I had done so I cast about me to think what I should do. I knew that I must get a message to you and to my Melville, but for that I needed permission from Mr. Moreby to visit my father. I looked out of the library into the hall and saw one of our footmen sitting dully before the front door. His eyes were open and as soon as he became aware of my presence they fixed themselves upon me with a kind of dogged watchfulness. I knew that I could not get past him. I had tried before and failed.


It then occurred to me that I must find the secret egress from the library which my husband undoubtedly used. I rejected the door that I had found the other day which only led to the servants’ quarters and began to look for another way. I searched the panelling, but could find no crack or device which might indicate a door. It then  occurred to  me  that  one  of  the  bookcases  might  be  a door, the
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most likely being one which stood to the left of the fireplace with bare panelling on either side of it. It seemed secure. I then examined the books in the case. They were a dull collection, mostly of ecclesiastical volumes, unlikely to interest even my husband. One set of books, a three volume edition of Porter’s Clavis Secretorum (Porter’s Key of Secrets) appeared to be false. The three books were stuck together. Then I remembered that “porta” is a door. I tried to pull the object out of the bookcase but it would not move. Then I discovered that the front of the bindings appeared to be detachable. By further manipulation I contrived to lift up the front of the binding and disclose an empty space within, but not quite empty! There was a lever inside which I pulled down and by this manoeuvre the whole bookcase slid sideways away from the fireplace to reveal an entrance.


Confronted by my success, I felt even more apprehensive. The space that had been opened up to me was a mere passageway leading to a flight of stone steps which descended into darkness. I shut the bookcase door and went to find a candle to light my way.


When I came out of the library two of my husband’s great lumpish servants, a man and a woman, were in the hall, mumbling together. On seeing me they ceased their colloquy and their eyes followed me as I went up stairs. This determined me to conceal my candle and the wherewithal to light it under my skirts as I came down stairs again. Their gaze followed me as I once more entered the library which, taking an extra precaution, I locked from the inside, placing the key in my bodice between my breasts, then, having lit the candle, I proceeded, with all trepidation, to descend the steps on the far side of the library’s bookcase. At every step of the descent I stopped to listen for any sound but could hear nothing but my own beating heart.


Only conceive my astonishment, dearest Catherine, when, on reaching the bottom of the steps I found myself in a vast vaulted chamber, scarce a quarter of which my poor candle could illumine. On every side I was assailed with strange sights, for the place was filled with the most curious devices and objects.


If you have ever seen in some old engraving the depiction of an alchemist’s den, then you will have some notion of what I saw. To one side was a great athanor or alchemist’s furnace whose chimney must have connected with the library’s fireplace. Around the vault on shelves and tables were ranged many great vessels and retorts of glass, and in a row of glass jars on one shelf I saw innumerable creatures and monstrosities suspended in a clear, somewhat yellow liquid: babies with two heads, fish with legs, the head of a man with a mouth in his forehead and other abominations which I cannot bring myself to relate to you. One vessel in particular attracted my attention. It was a great glass globe, suspended from the ceiling and filled with a liquid of the palest green. A  number of  creatures  appeared to  be  swimming about  in it, almost all head and virtually
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no body, propelled by long waving strands of what looked like hair, which was nearly white in colour, though with a faintly iridescent lustre. But it was their heads which troubled me most, for they were human heads, yet like the heads of very old men who had lived lives of terrible corruption and debauchery. As they swam by in that strange aquarium their eyes met mine and I think I saw understanding in them, and at the same time complete indifference. They glanced and swam on as though I had been a thousand miles away.


At the farthest end of the cellar there was one wall which was entirely covered by a series of wooden cupboards with wooden doors punctured by holes. From them a faint sound of scuffling could be heard. By this time, though I had not examined a half of what there was to be seen, I had had enough. Nonetheless, reluctant as I was to stay there, I had one essential task to perform which was to find the door that led out of this place.
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