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FOREWORD


NEIL ARNOLD’S LATEST book contains many tales that would have seemed extraordinary to me as a child. I grew up in rural Leicestershire in the 1950s and attended a typical village school. We did have our superstitious beliefs, of course, such as holding the corner of your collar if an ambulance raced past (presumably to ensure it didn’t stop for you next time), and not stepping on the cracks in a pavement or walking under a ladder, both of which brought bad luck. But I recall no talk of ‘urban legends’ or ‘foaf-tales’, and the only spooky phenomena I was aware of at that time were ghosts and hauntings. These definitely did intrigue me, but little did I know that one day I would research and write about them!


The best-known haunting in our neighbourhood was the White Lady, who had been seen more than once on the main road which passed the eerie ivy-clad ruins of a nunnery. She was thought to be a phantom nun, and it has been discovered that the nuns there did wear white habits. There have been numerous sightings of her over the years, but strangest of all was the time in 1954 when a bus driver stopped to pick up a lady in white standing at the bus stop opposite the nunnery, who vanished when the door was opened. So we very nearly had our own phantom hitch-hiker – though not nearly so dramatic as some of the hitch-hiker stories told here by Neil.


His chapter on modern technology contains stories that could not possibly have been told in the 1950s, since we had no modern technology at all! If you had a telephone and a television (black and white only, of course), you were considered very advanced; microwaves, computers, mobile phones, etc., would have been the stuff of science fiction. Of course the present-day ease with which everyone can keep in touch and informed probably means that urban legends spread much more quickly than ever before; and new ones are surely being invented all the time by people with lively imaginations. However, the sheer variety of historical tales which Neil also recounts shows that people have always delighted in passing on weird and frightening stories, even when the only means of transmission was word of mouth, and it’s part of human nature to want to frighten people in this way.


Once I started my own research into these fields, beginning with Mysterious Britain in 1972, I soon realised that my childhood reading into the weird and wonderful had not extended very far at all. Apart from some collections of ghost stories, no books on mysteries had come my way, not even through the small local library which I visited weekly. Today’s children are much better served – though whether an early acquaintance with some of the most scary tales is a good thing, I am not at all sure! Over the years I have researched and written about a wide range of mysteries, from the folklore of ancient sites (in The Secret Country and The Atlas of Magical Britain, for example) to reports of mystery animals worldwide (in Alien Animals and Bigfoot Casebook). I don’t think I was hampered by having missed out on reading this kind of material when I was a child; but on the other hand, to have heard about more local mysteries than just the phantom White Lady would have enlivened my childhood no end! Knowing how much research is involved in putting a book like this together, I have to congratulate Neil on the extent of the research he has undertaken, and I am envious of the ease with which the people of Kent can now find out about the wealth of mysteries and spooky places they have close at hand.


Janet Bord, 2013
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Now let’s take another story, this one an oral tale of the sort that never has to be written down. It is simply passed mouth to mouth, usually around Boy Scout or Girl Scout campfires after the sun has gone down and marshmallows have been poked onto green sticks to roast above the coals.
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Danse Macabre Stephen King
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RESEARCHER DAVID EMERY defines an urban legend as ‘An pocryphal, second-hand story told as true and just plausible enough to be believed’. In other words, these friend-of-a-friend tales (foaf-tales) are passed down through generations and told as fact, despite a lack of evidence to support them. I spent thirty years of my life growing up in the town of Chatham, in Kent, and such local legends were rife – as they are all across the world – and the most amazing thing about some of the more bizarre stories was the fact that people actually believed them, despite the tales being full of holes. In turn, the believability of such yarns meant that they became embedded in local history and folklore, tattooed on the human psyche for generations to come. These tales (some more credible than others) depicted unusual events, ranging from the downright comical to the horrifying and absurd. Some legends were complex in their nature, others short and simple, and yet each one was potent enough to squirm into the subconscious mind, where it would lay dormant until the next time some rumour or incident ignited its spark.


Urban legends are powerful because one seemingly banal story can last not just a few days but a few decades, rolling off the tongue of many a storyteller in varying guises. Urban legends don’t just have the ability to take over a household, but an entire town, as, like Chinese whispers, they are passed from person to person and gradually altered over time to fit in with the current climate. Urban legends can cause panic, hysteria and confusion. For example, one of the best-known urban legends worldwide concerns a phantom known as The Hook. This story is predominant in American legend and spooked me as a kid. It is told as follows:


A young couple are driving late at night, hoping to find a secluded spot to ‘make out’. They reach an isolated area – a dark, wood-enshrouded lane – and pull over into a lay-by. The couple start to chat, staring lovingly into each other’s eyes. The moon is leering down, bathing the vehicle in an eerie glow, the spindly trees reaching towards the vehicle. The young woman is rather spooked by the surroundings, despite the close affections of her aspirant lover. She tells him that there’s been a rumour throughout High School that some of the more deserted spots of the town are being frequented by a prowler who has a hook in place of one of his hands – hence the name, The Hook. According to the tale, the sinister stranger (possibly an asylum escapee) lingers outside parked vehicles occupied by young, cavorting couples. Of course, the hot-blooded male scoffs at such a story, and attempts to make a move on the young woman. She asks, for the sake of comfort, if they can have the radio on; the silence outside is making the looming shadows all the more eerie. The male obliges, flicking on the radio and adjusting the dial to find a suitable station. Suddenly, they hear on the radio a story concerning a man – with a hook for a hand – who has been seen in the neighbourhood where they are now parked. Naturally, the news terrifies the girl, and, according to the urban legend, the couple suddenly hear a sound outside the car – a tap, tapping on the window maybe? The young lady is so unnerved that the man decides to drive her home. He starts the car and they head off into the night. But when the woman slips out of the car, she notices, to her utmost horror, a hook dangling from the door handle. And so it seems that the couple had a lucky escape from the phantom.


Now, this is quite a creepy story, and one passed round American high schools, colleges, and the like for many years, mainly since the 1950s. However, the story of The Hook is nothing more than an urban legend; a tale that has slipped through several generations as a warning to couples not to make out in remote corners of their respective counties. Although such a tale would make for a great horror film, the facts of the legend are absent as it is always difficult, if not impossible, to find an actual couple that this has happened to. But when this myth was being circulated, you could guarantee that there was always someone who knew someone else who knew a couple who allegedly had experienced it. And that is the power of the legend. Another thing that always baffled me about The Hook story was the detail concerning the actual hook, often said to have been found dangling from the door handle. If a serial killer or local weirdo had such an artificial limb, then why on earth in every case would he leave it hanging from a car door? Even as a sinister calling card, the discarded hook would suggest that this elusive character had a cupboard full of hooks to replace those he left dangling! However, in the case of The Hook we are not meant to dwell on such details but instead revel in the absolute dread the tale causes.


Over the years, and throughout the world, the tale of The Hook has varied. I recall in the 1980s a similar story from Kent. It was a vague incident recalled by a friend of a friend, who stated that one stormy night – as is always the case – around Halloween (which also helps the atmosphere of the yarn!) a couple were parked up on a remote country lane somewhere in rural Ashford. The young, testosterone-fuelled male was eager for more than a kiss on this blustery night, but his lover had heard rumours of a masked man who liked to sit in the woods alongside this stretch of road and watch couples canoodling in their vehicles. Of course, in the story, the young man is quick to quash any such tales and is eager to make a move on his date for the night. However, after a few minutes the woman notices a fleeting shadow outside the car window and so the man, being very brave in order to impress the woman, decides to investigate the surrounding foliage. As in many a horror film, the young man doesn’t return and the woman becomes very scared – especially when she hears a banging sound on the roof of the car (in other versions the woman is said to hear a scratching/scraping noise on the roof).


The woman is terrified, but to her relief a police car pulls up fifty or so yards away. An officer climbs out of the vehicle and, with a megaphone, orders the woman to get out of the car slowly but to not look back. The woman leaves the car, tears streaming down her face, but despite her fit of terror she cannot resist and, when a few yards away from the car, she decides to look back. Now, there are two ends to this urban legend, depending on who you hear it from. Both are macabre. In one version – which I heard – the young woman looks back and sees the corpse of her lover hanging from a tree above the car; in the wind his mutilated body is swaying and his toes are just about caressing the roof of the vehicle, making a scraping noise. In the more over-the-top version of the legend, the woman looks back and sees a serial killer (or, in more dramatic versions, a monster) on top of the car, smashing the head of her boyfriend onto the roof. All very morbid, and all untrue, but what a great story!


And so, this is how an urban legend works, and if powerful and detailed enough such a yarn can last for several generations. The Boyfriend’s Death and The Hook seem to walk hand-in-hand with their grim appeal. The story is made believable when the storyteller mentions that he knows someone it happened to, but often the location is rather vague; if you ask the narrator where it happened, in most cases they will respond, ‘On a dark rural lane not far from here…’, without ever giving the name of a road or nearby location. The vagueness still adds to the atmosphere of the story because, let’s face it, woods, country roads and the darkest corners of our hometowns are perfect for ghost and horror stories.


Many people ask if there is any truth behind the stories and in most cases the answer to this would be a resounding no. But I’ve often thought that surely such bizarre stories must have an origin, and not all can be the product of a storyteller. One American story which really spooked me as a youngster concerns a terrifying legend known as the Bunnyman. Okay, so the name doesn’t sound as eerie as the dreaded Hook, but bear with me. The Bunnyman legend concerned a railroad overpass situated in Fairfax County, Virginia, where every year, or so they say, local teenagers would gather at a spot known as Bunnyman Bridge. On dark nights the gangs would smoke, drink, and generally do what a lot of teenagers do, and as the area succumbed to darkness they would spin campfire tales of the dreaded Bunnyman. The Bunnyman was said to be a sum of many grisly parts. The phantom, according to some, was a recluse who lived in the woods somewhere and practised black magic. The hermit was said to have killed animals and often wore their fur (hence the name Bunnyman); he was eventually admitted to a lunatic asylum. Legend has it that the man escaped the ward and returned to the deep thickets of Fairfax County, where, adorned in rabbit skins, he would pick off local teenagers and campers with an axe. A more surreal version states that some parents in the area believed the Bunnyman to be a giant rabbit that approached children and gave them candy.


Hysterical parents, who’d grown up with tales of the Bunnyman, told their children not to trespass in the deep woods because the Bunnyman would get them. Anyone caught by the maniac would find themselves strung up dead in the trees like a morbid Christmas decoration. Another version of the Bunnyman legend states that one Easter, many years ago, a boy dressed up as an Easter bunny and killed all his family before hanging himself from the local bridge. Teenagers who tell this story claim that the legend dates back to the early 1900s and that more than thirty people over the years have been found hanging from the bridge on stormy nights. This version has, gradually, changed into another account which claims that a local hermit once killed a couple of children after he caught them trespassing on his land. Legend has it that their bodies were found hanging from the bridge.


Bunnyman has many different origins attached to it – mainly because it’s not true – and one can see why it has stood the test of time, and yet bizarrely, during the autumn of 1970, the Washington Post reported ‘Man in bunny suit sought in Fairfax’, after a man – you guessed it, dressed in a white bunny outfit – allegedly attacked vehicles by throwing hatchets through the windows! The newspaper added that an Air Force Academy Cadet named Robert Bennett was sitting in his car with his fiancée in Guinea Road when ‘a man dressed in a white suit with long bunny ears’ emerged from the undergrowth and screamed at the car, ‘You’re on private property and I have your tag number.’


The ‘rabbit’ then threw a wooden-handled hatchet at the car, smashing the window on the right-hand side. Weirder still, two weeks later a man dressed in a bunny suit and wielding an axe was seen chopping away at the roof support of a new house built on Guinea Road. Again, the Bunnyman warned onlookers that people should not be trespassing.


Although the legend of the Bunnyman may have originated many years previously, it’s intriguing how one or two unusual incidents can add to an already boiling cauldron of curiosity. Like many urban legends, there seems to be a moral. Whatever you do, don’t trespass in the woods or the Bunnyman will get you! Teenagers who know of the legend also state that on no occasion should you say the name of the Bunnyman more than three times, or he will track you down. This version was echoed in a 1992 American horror film called Candyman. The promotional poster for the film read: ‘We dare you to say his name five times.’


Although we don’t realise it, such legends are around us all the time, and from a young age. Father Christmas, the Tooth Fairy, the Sandman, and the Yawning Man are four mythical figures which, in a sense, are legends passed down through generations. For instance, Father Christmas may seem to be a nice, cosy, rosy-cheeked chap keen to deliver presents on Christmas Eve, but the moral of such a legend is that if you don’t behave then Santa will not come. In the case of the Tooth Fairy, parents always said that, when a tooth fell out, one should put it under the pillow; the next day, in place of the grisly item, there’d be a shiny penny. It may be my imagination but I hated the Tooth Fairy as a child. I envisaged the night creature not as an archetypal fairy with wings, a whitish hue and a wand, but in fact a black, spindly figure holding a sack full of gory, bloody teeth. I didn’t want to leave my teeth for that despicable wraith because I did not want to wake in the morning knowing that the hideous thing had been in my room rummaging under my pillow. The fact that today I still have all my browning milk teeth in a little box is proof that I never trusted the Tooth Fairy!


I never trusted the Sandman either – some ghoulish entity my parents told me about which would frequent the bedrooms of children and sprinkle sand in their eyes. I also recall that if my sister, when she was little, was half-tired of a night but fighting against it, my dad would sing, whilst pretending to yawn, the following lines:





I am the Yawning Man, the Yawning Man


I yawn and I yawn all day … oh oh oh





Apparently, singing this made people yawn and want their bed. My sister and I always saw the Yawning Man as another anti-hero bogeyman, crawling from the closet into our nightmares, and we preferred to stay awake!


In more macabre urban legends the keyword is certainly ‘bogeyman’, and, as you will read in this book, the bogeyman pops up in many different guises, because to some extent the point of the urban legend is to warn us, and keep us safe from tragedy, misadventure and horror. A selection of modern films have used the urban legend scenario to great effect, the eeriest of these being the flick Ring, released in 1998. The film draws inspiration from a Japanese folk tale concerning a videotape passed between teenagers. In the film, those who view the disturbing video (which shows a female apparition rising from an old well), receive a phone call afterwards and are then found dead, frozen with fear, killed by some supernatural force. The best way to avoid death is not to view the tape, but it seems that many people are too engrossed by the legend not to believe it and so the idea of this horror is passed on, spreading like wildfire. Another film which looked at varying urban legends, also released in 1998, was the aptly named Urban Legend. In this American movie, a serial killer uses different urban legends to act out his grim fantasy. American urban legends such as The Killer in the Backseat, The Boyfriend’s Death, and numerous others are highlighted.


Of course, not all urban legends are scary; some are fun and some are seemingly pointless – as you’ll read. I’ve written this book as a glimpse into the urban legends that have littered the county of Kent. Some stories are very similar to those mentioned in American folklore; others are possibly unique to England. Hopefully this book will show how urban legends – and there are literally hundreds of them – are around us all the time; in our homes, schools and sprawling from the dark woods, and also in the most unlikely locations, whether it’s the garage forecourt or the school playground. I’m sure too that by the time you’ve finished reading this book you’ll relate to quite a few of the stories and probably be slightly disappointed that some of the ‘true’ tales you’ve been told, by a friend of a friend, are nothing more than legend after all – though in some cases it would appear that the facts are far stranger than the fiction! In the case of each urban legend I’ve attempted to present the myth and then explain the facts behind it.


So, the next time someone comes up to you and begins a story with the lines, ‘Did you hear about the…’ I recommend you take it with a large pinch of salt. But don’t forget to throw the salt over your left shoulder afterwards, just in case the Devil is loitering there…


Neil Arnold, 2013





Neil Arnold is a full-time monster-hunter, folklorist, author and lecturer. He has written numerous books, including: Haunted Rochester; Haunted Ashford; Haunted Maidstone; Haunted Chatham; Mystery Animals of the British Isles: Kent; Monster!: The A-Z Of Zooform Phenomena; Mystery Animals of the British Isles: London; Paranormal Kent; and Shadows in the Sky: The Haunted Airways of Britain.
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BLOODY MARY
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… the story exists for one reason and one reason alone: to scare the s**t out of the little kids after the sun goes down.
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Danse Macabre, Stephen King
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AS A YOUNGSTER I attended Oaklands Primary School in Walderslade, Chatham. I loved school, and eventually, thanks to some great teachers and their advice over the years, I eventually became a full-time writer. Whilst at school many urban legends were passed around, and quite a few of those I will share with you in this book. One of the first urban legends I heard about was that pertaining to Bloody Mary. A friend of mine told it as follows – in hysterical tone:





If you go home tonight and go into the bathroom, turn the light out and stare into the mirror whilst holding a candle and say Bloody Mary three times, the ghost of a horrible woman will appear over your shoulder and stay there forever.





This legend freaked me out as a kid, and whilst it may seem an incredibly short ghost story, I’m amazed at how, many decades later, this legend is still repeated in schools throughout the country and across the world. Of course, like many urban myths the Bloody Mary legend can be told in many ways, depending on the storyteller or location. It is popular in American culture too. In some versions the name of Bloody Mary must be said/chanted/whispered three times, in other cases five, whilst others state thirteen because the number thirteen is said to be unlucky. Saying the name of this sinister figure apparently invokes a malignant apparition. In another version, one must say the Lord’s Prayer backwards whilst holding a candle. In yet another, one must carry out this invocation at midnight – if you’re brave enough, and as long as your mum and dad don’t hear you and give you a scolding for not being in bed! Other variations on the theme state that whilst chanting the name you must run water, spin around several times, rub your eyes, or chant, ‘Bloody Mary, I killed your baby.’


Although the Bloody Mary legend is creepy, what I find most amazing is that I’ve rarely heard anyone question who ‘Bloody Mary’ is, and I am also confused as to why any frightened child would carry out such a ritual. The legend, of course, exists as a dare, and this theme runs throughout many an urban myth. As in the case of The Hook, it’s often about bravery. Courting couples (especially the muscle-bound, macho guy) dismiss the rumour of the hook-handed lunatic for a night of fun in the backseat of a car, but, in the back of their minds, there is always the presence of the shadowy figure – the bogeyman. Are they bold enough to overlook the bogeyman for the sake of passion? In the case of Bloody Mary, I don’t recall if I was brave enough as a seven year old to clamber upstairs to the bathroom, turn the light out (find a candle) and then chant the name of some witch-like hag. Those at school who did allegedly do so would then come into school the next day and boast about the fact that nothing weird happened.


Of course, no amount of chanting into a mirror at night could actually conjure up such a demonic entity, but the fear factor was always there. I do recall performing the chant with a couple of mates as a child; nothing happened – thank goodness – but the legend certainly had a power over us as we spurred each other on. Goodness knows what would have happened if a shadowy spectre had appeared in the mirror!


In America, Bloody Mary is believed to have its origins in New Hampshire and allegedly dates back to 1666. The character known as Mary was said to be an orphan who held the town of Portsmouth in fear by stating that fictional horrors would become reality if anyone dared to look into a mirror for long enough. It’s possible that Mary was accused of being a witch, and several angry locals hunted her down only to find her dead, her eyes gouged from their sockets. Another tenuous explanation is that the phantom figure is Queen Mary I, who was known as Bloody Mary by her Protestant political opponents during her reign from 1553 until her death in 1558. Twelve-year-old Charlie Ford confirmed to me that this legend was being told when he attended Cuxton Junior School. In his version, those brave enough had to spin around ten times in front of the mirror, then say ‘Scary Mary’ three times to conjure the spectre, who would jump out of the mirror.


As a child, the actual background details of the Bloody Mary ritual mattered not, because the brief legend seemed horrifying enough. Bloody Mary preyed on our innocent and naïve minds, and for me stirred up all sorts of satanic imagery that, until that time, I had no knowledge of. Another friend told me that at his school in Gillingham, back in the early 1980s, it was rumoured that Bloody Mary could be evoked if you stood in darkness, staring into a mirror whilst holding a flickering candle, saying a certain rhyme backwards. He couldn’t remember the rhyme, he said, because he was never brave enough to say it. Interestingly, the Bloody Mary myth also circulated among the female pupils, but their version, which was equally morbid, differed slightly. It was said that young women could find out who they were to marry if, on a dark night, they ascended the stairs of their house – backwards – holding a candle and a small mirror. At some point the face of their future husband would flit into view in the mirror – all well and good. But the hideous side of the legend was that if a horrible skull, or the hooded head of the Grim Reaper, appeared in the mirror, then you would die before marriage. Oh for the joys of childhood! There is an alternative ritual that young girls can conduct to find out their prospective husband. It is said that all one needs is an apple and a secluded spot. The young woman should then utter:





Apple peel, apple peel twist then rest,


Show me the one that I’ll love best,


Apple peel over my shoulder fly


Show me the one I’ll love till I die





And with that the peel should be cast over the shoulder and, after hitting the ground, will resemble a letter of the alphabet – thought to be the first letter of the future husband’s name.


There is a possibility that these mirror legends stem from catoptromancy, a form of divination carried out using a mirror. A Greek traveller named Pausanias recorded a similar legend to Bloody Mary as early as the second century AD:





Before the Temple of Ceres at Patras, there was a fountain, separated from the temple by a wall, and there was an oracle, very truthful, not for all events, but for the sick only. The sick person let down a mirror, suspended by a thread till its base touched the surface of the water, having first prayed to the goddess and offered incense. Then looking in the mirror, he saw the presage of death or recovery, according as the face appeared fresh and healthy, or of ghastly aspect.





It may also be worth quoting the classic ‘Mirror mirror on the wall, who is the fairest of them all?’ from the fairy tale Snow White. The magic mirror appears in the German version of the tale collected by the Brothers Grimm in 1812. Stories such as Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray, Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking Glass and Tennyson’s poem The Lady of Shalott, also refer to the mirror as having spiritual properties.


When I was young I was often told that mirrors were a portal to an ethereal void – a place where spirits could enter and exit. I was of the belief that items, or even people, could be pulled into mirrors, and that by staring into a mirror one could view the scene in a completely different light – and maybe see things which weren’t actually there. And this is why the legend of Bloody Mary is powerful, because by staring constantly into a mirror there is an air of unreality about it, especially when the room is dark except for a flickering candle.
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I’ll leave you with a modern interpretation of the Bloody Mary legend which goes by various names, ranging from the Midnight Man to the Shadow Man. Nowadays it seems that kids are more eager to experiment with legends, rather than just stand in front of a mirror. In the case of the Midnight Man, you will need (just like on Blue Peter!) a pencil, a piece of paper, a door in the house, salt, a candle, matches, a ticking clock and a needle. You must then turn off the lights, light the candle and write your name – Christian name first, then any middle names, then your surname – on the piece of paper. Then, if you’re brave enough, prick your finger with the needle and splash a drop of crimson onto your written name and allow the blood to soak in. After this, place the bit of blood-caked paper in front of the door. Then, on the stroke of midnight, knock on the door (coinciding with the ticking of the clock) as many times as the legend suggests – some say thirteen times, others twenty-two – then open the door, blow out the candle, and then close the door; according to the legend, you have now summoned the Midnight/Shadow Man. It’s then best to relight your candle – if you can find the matches in the dark! – and, for the next goodness knows how long, you must attempt to avoid the Midnight Man. You’ll know he is near because the candle will go out, followed by strange whispering and a rush of cold air, and at that point the sinister demon will appear in front of you. It is your job to relight the candle within ten seconds. If you fail to do so, you must grab the salt, draw a circle around yourself, and stay in the circle from 12.01 a.m. until 3.33 a.m. Hopefully, you’ll still be alive by then but, if you fail, then you die.
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