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For Diana Nora Nash (1937–2011) who left us with so much – including an open mind





In memory of my late father, Jack Moody, whose spirit lives on
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Foreword


GHOSTS, ghouls, spirits, spectres, spooks, things that go bump in the night – all have provided an endless source of oral and psychic fascination for generations. Ever since our ancient ancestors confined their dead to the afterlife, the spirit world has proved to be a potent influence to people across many parts of the world; and still is, despite increased secular attitudes in modern society. Some souls have proved to be more restless than others and have refused to lie down. All have returned to some of our most familiar and often unlikely locations to visit present generations.


Tales of the supernatural abound right here in our own city of Salisbury: locations within sight of the spire and the surrounding area, phantoms in public houses, victims of macabre murder, condemned traitors and convicted felons. Also many tales that have never been told before, which are now contained within the pages of this book, shrouded behind a fascinating historical background.


Believer or sceptic, ghost stories exist in abundance. Few people have failed to meet someone who has not encountered a ghost, an apparition or inexplicable presence within a room. For many, such encounters can produce life-changing results. These stories may inspire the reader to view local landmarks with new eyes, to enjoy, read or merely dip into; whatever the interest, ghost stories remain some of the most captivating stories ever told.





Phil Harding


Channel 4 Time Team


Wessex Archaeology
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The imposing thirteenth-century Salisbury Cathedral at dusk. (Alan Clarke)




Introduction


IN south Wiltshire, the shadows of human existence fall long and wide. The river valleys leading to Salisbury Plain in the north and the royal hunting grounds of Cranborne Chase and the New Forest in the south are littered with forts and earthworks, tumuli and churches, memorials and plaques. From the mysteries of Stonehenge, which life-times have been spent unravelling, to the achievements of twentieth-century pop stars, the region has played its part in every significant period of British history.


Within this context Salisbury, which dominates the area in terms of population, employment, recreation and culture, is a relatively modern city. The classic medieval grid-patterned streets were initially built up around the thirteenth-century Cathedral Church of the Blessed Virgin Mary, which had replaced an older cathedral sited at nearby Old Sarum, after Bishop Poore fell out with Henry III.


This oldest part of the new city does however have an atmosphere of great antiquity and with this comes the stories – the mysteries, witches and curses and … the ghosts. Even the cathedral itself has its legends.


It is said that when Bishop Poore was seeking a site for his new cathedral, he asked an archer to fire an arrow from Old Sarum in to the valley below, and where it landed so fate would decree the building should begin. How did the arrow fly for two miles? The legend has it that, by chance, the arrow struck a deer, which ran on for some distance before expiring. Then there was the theory, expounded across 1940s playgrounds, that Salisbury had not been Blitzed as Adolf Hitler intended to marry Eva Braun in the cathedral.


The cynic might argue that the bishop selected his building site for the lushness and sheltered nature of the fields in this part of the Avon Valley (which he happened to own), and the Luftwaffe found the cathedral spire a useful landmark on its way to Bristol and the Midlands – but this isn’t a book for cynics.


At the heart of the city lies the Market Place and the street names in the surrounding area reflect this – Cheese Market, Fish Row, Ox Row. At the western end of Butcher Row sits the fifteenth-century Poultry Cross, the last survivor of the city’s four market crosses, and it is here that we find our first spirit.


To the amateur ghost hunter he can be difficult to spot, as he does not walk through walls or float around in historic clothing, and has not lost any body parts. Rather, he stands under the cross in a modern, three-piece grey suit, unassuming and quiet but with a somehow slightly disturbing air of otherworldliness. He then disappears in an instant, but to where? And why from here? Perhaps he is simply waiting for the Haunch of Venison to open.
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one


Ales, Wines and Sprits


The Haunted Pubs of Salisbury


The famous Haunch of Venison sits in Minster Street, almost opposite the Poultry Cross. The inn was first built in 1320, apparently to provide lodgings for those employed in adding the spire to the cathedral.
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The Haunch of Venison, Salisbury’s most haunted pub and home to the famous mummified hand. (Elliott Tunnard)


Whether you are looking at it from street level or ensconced in one of its odd little rooms, the Haunch feels as if it were haphazardly built on an indeterminate number of levels, with odd passages leading here and there, and it seems to creak – and even sometimes sway – like an old ship. Indeed, some of the building’s oak beams are thought to have been salvaged from sailing vessels.


The odd arrangement of the rooms is attributed to the original use of the building, as the more senior masons and foremen occupied the upper floors, with the lower class of labourer living below. An upper floor retains the name ‘The House Of Lords’ as a result of this tradition.


Tiles in the bar of the inn are said to have once been part of the fabric of the cathedral, and the pewter bar top is thought to be the last surviving complete example of its kind in England. The fireplace of the main dining room bears the date of the Spanish Armada – 1588.


A number of interesting sixteenth- and seventeenth-century artefacts have been discovered when work has been carried out on the building at various times: a Queen Elizabeth silver groat, two playing cards (the queen and ten of clubs), a stoneware wine flagon (bearing a cipher of three hearts), a rodent trap, a shoe showing signs of having been gnawed by a rat, a lady’s shoe and a half-pint pewter pot engraved with the name of a landlady, Louisa Potts. A number of these items were donated to what has become the Salisbury & South Wiltshire Museum.


In the spring of 1944 the Haunch’s smallest bar, to the immediate right of the Minster Street entrance, was used by Winston Churchill and General Dwight Eisenhower during their preparations for the impending invasion of Europe. A rather public place for such a sensitive plan one might have thought – but on the other hand two such large characters armed with sheaves of maps of the Normandy coastline would have left little space in this tiny room for any flapping ears or tongues.


In any case, given the long established extent of military installations around the city, the citizens of Salisbury were perhaps simply used to the sight of top brass and manoeuvres in the area. Roy Nash, an inquisitive Highbury Avenue schoolboy at the time of the D-Day preparations, recalls that all the local playing fields and woods were completely filled with personnel, equipment, machinery and ammunition – but the general populace had no idea of what was about to happen.
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Inside the Haunch of Venison, which dates back to 1320. (Timezone Collection)
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The mummified hand was found by workmen in 1903 still holding playing cards. (Timezone Collection)


The ghosts that haunt the Haunch are not linked to these historical events. The most celebrated has been dubbed ‘The Demented Whist Player’ although the real name of the individual involved in the story is not recorded. One evening in the 1820s this man arrived in Salisbury, whilst travelling from Southampton to an unknown destination, and sought lodgings at the Haunch of Venison.


The Haunch was renowned as ‘An Old English Chop House’, a title that, in earlier times, had only been given to very high-class eating establishments. What happened there on this particular evening would put a whole new slant on the meaning of ‘chop’. These events were recorded in a ballad entitled ‘The Hand at the Haunch’.


The regular patrons were drinking, talking heartily, playing cards and shove ha’penny but, as the stranger entered the room, the throng fell dead silent, in the best traditions of a true ‘local’. Unmoved, the stranger strode to the bar and ordered a tankard of ale, which he drank straight down. He then tossed a gold coin to the pot boy and ordered more ale for all. This eased the tension and the stranger was invited to join a card game.


After a few rounds of ‘win some and lose some’, the stranger’s luck began to improve and he started to win hand on hand. Silence returned to the room. Soon the stranger had won the price of his lodgings for the night … and five times the cost of the round of drinks he had bought.


A butcher, with a seat at the game quite close to the stranger, was growing both suspicious and angry. He drew a blade and with a single expert chop struck off the man’s right hand. With the stranger screaming in pain and shock, the other players looked to the rush-strewn floor where the hand had fallen … and saw that it held five aces.


In 1903 a mummified hand, holding playing cards, was found by builders working at the Haunch and was preserved in a glass cabinet. Although this is traditionally believed to have been the extremity removed from the stranger, it was not holding a winning hand from any recognisable card game, and theories have also been put forward that it could have been a ‘Hand of Glory’.


A Hand of Glory was a candle made from, or sitting in, a dead man’s hand, and would be used in the practice of witchcraft or sorcery. A ‘recipe’ for the device was published in France in 1772: the hand would be obtained from a hanged felon whilst the body was still on the gibbet. It was then wrapped in part of a funeral pall before being squeezed to obtain the pulp, which was then refashioned into the shape of a hand, containing a wick that, once lit, had great secret power.


The Haunch made international headlines when the hand was stolen in 2010. Following the publicity, the artefact was returned in a bubble envelope, courtesy of the Royal Mail. Manager Justina Miller recalls that, ‘The girl who opened it had a shock. We were expecting a pump for the beer – she opened it and just screamed “Oh my God! The hand!”’


The stranger’s restless spirit – sinister by virtue of both its very presence and, presumably, its enforced left-handedness – has walked the myriad floors of the Haunch for nigh on two centuries. Perhaps to attempt to prove his innocence, perhaps to warn other visitors to curb any urge to cheat the men of Salisbury, or perhaps to simply take his revenge and retrieve his winnings and ‘personalised’ deck of cards … and his hand of course.


Whatever his motives, the spirit hides objects, moves glasses across tables, opens and closes doors and switches taps, lights and electric appliances on and off. These actions are usually accompanied by a strong smell of freshly turned earth.


Dave Taylor lodged at the Haunch in around 1980, in two rooms at the top of the building – rumoured locally to have been where Sir Walter Raleigh wrote his gallows speech whilst in transit to the Tower of London. Dave recalls how even on a very warm night the top bar of the inn would suddenly turn cold:




… as if something extremely chilly had just shot across the room from one corner and out of the door. Nothing was visible but most people in the room would stop and look at each other as if to say ‘What was that?’


Also, on the second set of stairs – leading off the kitchen area – there was always a fairly rank smell of fat until you got to the middle of the stairs, where in a very small, localised area there was a smell of freshly turned earth and grass – a definite smell of ‘the outside’. I say ‘localised’ because this smell occupied a definite space – shoe box sort of sized – that if you put your head in you could smell it and if you moved your head back a few inches you could smell the kitchen again.
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The haunted stairs where many people have witnessed the strange aroma of freshly turned earth and grass. (Timezone Collection)


The current manager of the Haunch, Justina Miller, now lives in the same flat at the top of the building:




One night I woke up and saw a middle-aged guy stood by my bed with his arms crossed like this [across his chest], just watching, in old brown trousers and a shirt.


I have a shelf on the wall with a box on it, and I had an angel in there. A couple of months later I heard a very big bang. I woke up and my boyfriend said ‘Don’t worry, it was just the wind’, but the next day he said, ‘I didn’t want to scare you but there was a guy stood by the bed’ – and we exactly, step-by-step, described the same guy. It was impossible that the box would have fallen off the shelf from the wind, but the box was on the floor and the angel had the head snapped off. Another lady living here saw the same guy – legend has it that it is the card player – he always has his arms crossed so you can’t see his hands.





Justina has had many odd experiences during her five years at the Haunch:




Just little things like knocking sounds, and the door handles turning and feeling like something is walking with you or is around you – you know you are not alone. Sometimes you don’t hear anything for months, and then it kicks off again.


One night I locked up the restaurant – it was all set up with the white napkins. Next morning I unlocked the door – I had been alone in the building, but suddenly the napkins were red. Another time three whisky glasses had appeared on the floor of the restaurant.





A second, more innocent and pitiful, ghost is also often seen at the Haunch. Around the cusp of the Victorian and Edwardian eras, a young boy was sent by his mother to buy bottles of drink at the inn. It is not known whether the lad ran away, was kidnapped or murdered, or simply met with an accident – but he never came home again.


When the boy’s mother later came to the inn to ask about her son, she was told he had never arrived. Each day she would walk around the area looking for the child until, eventually, she became ill and met her own death. Since that time her spirit, clad in a white shawl, has continued the search both in the pub and along Minster Street.


Justina Miller remembers an incident from her earliest days at the Haunch:




I woke up and saw a lady in my room. She was just walking past. She had a long white dress and black hair – she just glided across the room like a swan. I told Dave, the cleaner, in the morning that I thought I was going crazy, but he said, ‘Oh she probably just came to say hello’ and told me all the stories. The last time I saw her was on Christmas Day [2011] – just walking down the stairs. She had her hair up and I followed her thinking one of the customers had got lost – and then I realised there were no ladies in the bar.


Dave is like a friend to the ghost. He has seen her so many times just in passing: in the gents toilets, in this room, in the kitchen and quite often in the restaurant. He also says he can smell her when she comes in, and another customer who has drunk here for twenty years is always saying about the smell – like the smell of flowers or something.
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The alleyway to the rear of the Haunch of Venison. The Grey Lady has been seen in this location. (Timezone Collection)


One sceptical customer saw the lady at about 1 a.m. one Christmas morning. The woman had asked Justina about the stories surrounding the inn, but scoffed at what she was told. However, after a visit to the ladies’ toilets she returned shaking and sobbing, having seen the spirit of the lady in white sat in the corner of the House of Lords.


James Beret, an early eighteenth-century landlord of the Haunch of Venison, is said to have turned raving mad. This eventuality could quite possibly have arisen from his having drunk too much of his own cheap gin. However, his descent into madness might have been accelerated by regular sightings of the grey lady who walks among the graves of the nearby churchyard.


A door at the rear of the inn leads onto an alley, beyond which is the church of St Thomas à Becket. The original church on this site was one of the very first buildings to be built in the city of New Sarum. Originally constructed of wood, the church was especially built to allow workmen, camping in nearby meadows while they worked on the new cathedral, to have a place of worship.


The Haunch of Venison is thought to have once formed part of the incumbent’s church house. There is also a rumour that (for the benefit of the reputation of the clergy) an underground tunnel once ran between the church and the inn, which at that particular time was, reputedly, hosting a brothel.
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