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Foreword


I have been acquainted with Rob Kirkup for a few years now for we both share a passion: ghost hunting. Like most people, we each live a fairly mundane existence, doing our own thing, yet slowly and positively plodding on with everyday life, dealing with what trials and tribulations it decides to throws at us. Unlike most people, however, both Rob and I track down ghosts, interview those who have seen or felt them, and write up the accounts for future generations to read about.


In August 2009 I had the pleasure of meeting Rob for the first time as we were both taking part in a book signing at Waterstone’s in Newcastle-upon-Tyne. Rob was promoting his second book Ghostly Tyne & Wear and I was promoting my newly released Haunted Newcastle – both volumes which are cram-packed with nail-biting narratives of ghosts and ghouls and things that go ‘bump’ in the night. I knew straight away that I had met a man with a great passion and a deep desire for investigating the paranormal. Rob is a man after my own heart; his tenaciousness and his will to succeed in his endeavours are second to none. He has found himself an interest and has turned it into something really positive. Unlike most, he has got up off his backside and decided to do something with his passion, and for this he must be congratulated. Writing books and ghost hunting takes up a serious amount of time and calls for utmost dedication and total discipline.


Ghosts are fascinating, don’t you think? The idea of someone or something permanently leaving its mark upon the atmosphere for you get a glimpse of when the time, or perhaps when the conditions are right, and just when you least expect it, is an extraordinary concept to say the least … yet it happens. The idea of the soul or spirit of a deceased individual coming back from the dead to wreak vengeance or havoc on a wrong-doer, or to perhaps right a wrong in some way is incredible … yet reports keep coming in to suggest that it does happen. Ghosts are indeed a magical aspect of our heritage and stories of such denizens date back many thousands of years.


Indeed, the tradition of telling ghost stories round a camp fire on a dark Halloween night, or perhaps sitting round a lit candle on Christmas Eve awaiting ‘12 bells’ also goes back many a year and I believe this is a tradition, or an aspect of our lives that should live on forever. I am sure, with books like this one, the tradition of the classic ghost story will indeed survive for many years yet.


This is the third book in Rob’s fantastic series of ‘Ghostly’ tomes and I am so happy to have been able to pen this foreword. His first two books covered the counties that are Northumberland, and Tyne & Wear. Where better to concentrate on next, than the beautiful and historic county that is Durham. It is a rich and varied region of the north-east of England and with its many ancient castles, hotels, pubs and inns, battlefields and other places of historical interest, this book does not disappoint. One of my best ghost sightings happened in County Durham and the full story of what transpired is featured herein. I will not give too many details away, other than say it was spine-chilling to say the least, and it was a defining moment in my life and in my career as a ghost hunter and paranormal investigator.


For the thrill-seeking ghost enthusiast I would recommend an organised ‘fright night’, which are full of gimmicks and scares around every corner, or indeed one of the wide variety of television programmes on the subject. For the more serious student of psychic study and ghostlore, I give you Ghostly County Durham.


You, the reader, have made a good choice. Your decision to choose Ghostly County Durham will most certainly improve your understanding of not only the tremendous yet terrifying haunting aspects of the region, but you will soon know how to report, write up and document for yourself, genuine accounts of paranormal activity from our historical and most haunted heritage.


Darren W. Ritson, 2010


Author and Ghost Hunter
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‘The Journey’ by Fenwick Lawson. This bronze statue stands in Durham’s Millennium Square and pays tribute to the story of St Cuthbert’s coffin.




Introduction


There is archaeological evidence of settlements within the area of County Durham dating back to 2000 BC. However, the present City of Durham, and the county that has grown around it, dates from ad 995, when monks from Lindisfarne settled on what was then known as Dunholme as the final resting place of the remains of St Cuthbert.


One-hundred-and-twenty years previously, in 875, Danish fleets were relentlessly invading England, and the holy island of Lindisfarne was at risk of being completely destroyed. The monks decided they had no choice but to leave the island. They gathered up their most sacred relics – The Lindisfarne Gospels, remains of King Oswald and St Aidan, and the coffin of St Cuthbert – and set out on a journey which would take them to Chester-le-Street, and eventually lead them to Durham.


During the medieval period the city found spiritual prominence and became the most important religious site in England, due to the remains of St Cuthbert being situated behind the High Altar of Durham Cathedral. It was claimed that the miraculous healing powers St Cuthbert had had in life had extended to death, as visitors to his shrine were said to be have been cured of all manner of diseases.


In the present day, the City of Durham is a wonderfully historic location with 569 listed buildings within the city centre. It is famed for the magnificent castle and cathedral, which both date back almost 1,000 years and are jointly designated a UNESCO World Heritage Site. However, during the Second World War the city became a target for German bombers, and it is said that on one occasion many of these landmarks would have been lost had it not been for the timely intervention of St Cuthbert working one of his miracles. In the early hours of 1 May 1942 the city of Durham was awoken by an air-raid siren and the sound of Junkers and Dornier bombers in the distance nearing Durham. The previous week had seen bombs drop on Exeter, Bath, Norwich, and York, and it had been feared that Durham would be next. The night’s sky was clear and a full moon illuminated the cathedral, making it an easy target for the enemy. However, as the ominous drone of the bombers grew louder as they neared their target, a dense white mist suddenly began to rise and completely engulfed most of the city centre, including the castle and cathedral, hiding them from view. The aircraft circled for almost an hour, until they gave up and headed east towards the coast, leaving the City of Durham unscathed.


Witnesses have said that the mist appeared so suddenly, and so timely, that they thought it must have been a deliberate smokescreen. One woman said, ‘Truly, I saw the hand of God’. The all clear sounded at 4.02 a.m., and with that the mist dispersed completely, leaving the City of Durham bathed in brilliant moonlight.


This was not the first time that the spirit of St Cuthbert had intervened to attempt to assist Durham in times of war; The monk Symeon of Durham wrote over nine centuries ago of St Cuthbert bringing forth a similar mist, shrouding the city when Durham came under threat from William the Conqueror.


These are just two astounding stories that have touched the history of the city, and county, of Durham. Over the centuries the people of County Durham have witnessed some incredible, and on other occasions horrific, occurrences. Throughout the pages of this book you will read of many of these happenings, including torture, plague, and cold-blooded murder, and how they have contributed to County Durham being one of the most haunted counties in the UK.


So sit back, dim the lights, and allow me to be your guide on a terrifying spectral journey across Ghostly County Durham.


The photographs throughout this book are the author’s own, unless otherwise stated.


Rob Kirkup, 2010




A-Z of Haunted Locations


in County Durham
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Durham Castle by moonlight. (By kind permission of Durham University)




Ancient Unicorn Inn


The village of Bowes is situated in the North Pennines, an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty. It was built around the Roman fort of Lavatrae, and later the Norman castle of Bowes. At the heart of the village is the Ancient Unicorn Inn, a sixteenth-century coaching inn steeped in history.


A number of eminent guests have stayed at the Ancient Unicorn, the most famous being Charles Dickens who stayed at the inn in early 1838 while researching his third novel, Nicholas Nickelby. He had heard rumours of the cruelty that occurred in northern boarding schools, and in the form of the nearby Bowes Academy, Dickens found his inspiration for Dotheboys Hall, the fictional boarding school where unwanted children were placed in the care of the wicked one-eyed schoolmaster Wackford Squeers.


Dickens spoke to the locals about conditions at Bowes Academy, run by William Shaw, and was told that Shaw was regularly fined for mistreating boys. In the local Church of St Giles he found the graves of several pupils who had died whilst attending Bowes Academy. Amongst them, on the north side of the chancel, was the grave of George Ashton Taylor who had died aged nineteen in 1822. Dickens based the character of Smike on Taylor, later writing in a letter to a friend, ‘I think his ghost put Smike into my mind on the spot.’


The Ancient Unicorn Inn’s best known ghost is that of a young lady known as Emma. In life, Emma’s real name was Martha Railton and in 1713 she fell in love with a local man called Roger Wrightson. They were both in their late teens and the children of rival landlords in the village. Martha’s parents had the Ancient Unicorn, known at the time as the George, and Roger’s parents ran the King’s Head, which has long since gone. The Wrightsons were a wealthy family, and Roger’s father, a hard old man also called Roger, expected his son to marry suitably well. Roger knew his father would vehemently disapprove of the relationship and so Martha and Roger had to meet in secret, often on the moorland. After one late meeting in particularly stormy weather, Roger came down with a serious fever. Four days later, on the last day of his illness, he asked to see his true love; his parents agreed and Martha came to the King’s Head. However, Roger’s sister, Hannah, was horrified at the thought of this relationship and refused to allow Martha access to see Roger. As Martha headed home in floods of tears, she heard the bell toll out for his departure and screamed aloud that her heart was burst. Moments later she too died. The grieving parents agreed that it had been wrong to keep Martha and Roger apart in life, so decided that they should be together in death and had them buried in one single grave at St Giles. The grave was unmarked but details of their deaths are held in the parish register.
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The Ancient Unicorn Inn. (By kind permission of the Ancient Unicorn Inn)


[image: image]


The dark-haired man has been seen standing next to this fireplace. (By kind permission of the Ancient Unicorn Inn)


The tragic tale was the subject of a poem by Scottish poet David Mallet, in March 1760, called ‘The Ballad of Edwin and Emma’, leading to Martha more commonly being referred to as Emma. Despite being laid to rest with her true love, it appears that Emma has not been able to find peace; her ghost has been seen throughout the inn on countless occasions.


On one particular instance, a visitor staying at the inn was struggling to sleep as a result of a party going on in the bar, he tried to ignore it but eventually felt the need to do something about the noise. He got dressed and headed downstairs. As he walked down through the building, the sound of music and laughter, which had been unbearably loud only a few moments earlier, seemed to fade away and he became aware of an unusual atmosphere hanging in the air. When he reached the bar the lights were off and there was silence. He struggled to find the light switch, and as his eyes slowly adapted to the darkness he realised that the bar was empty apart from a figure standing still in the middle of the room, staring directly at him. It was a young lady dressed in a green party dress. He spoke to her, but got no response. His search for the light switch became more frantic as he became unnerved, as she appeared to watch him feel his way along the wall. He finally found the switch and as he turned the light on the woman vanished before his very eyes.


Emma is not the only spirit that haunts the Ancient Unicorn Inn; a dark-haired gentleman is often seen standing next to the fireplace, a boy believed to be twelve years of age is said to haunt the cellar, and a bearded man wearing a bowler hat has been seen wandering through the inn.


Jay Brown of Northern Ghost Investigations (NGI) was part of an investigation at the Ancient Unicorn Inn in 2005, and he experienced something amazing that he still cannot rationalise to this day:


I was sat in the dining area of the Ancient Unicorn. With me were a few other members of NGI, one of whom was the team medium. As I stared lazily into the large mirror that dominated a nearby wall, the medium was talking about what he was picking up on in this room.


As he spoke, in the darkness behind where he was stood, I began to see what I can only describe as a shimmering darkness. Nothing that made me immediately shout ‘ghost’ – just something that caught my eye.


As my attention fixed more and more on this shimmer, it began to take a form – human shaped, behind the right shoulder of the medium. The more I watched the more the dark shimmer became a billowing brown cloud with the shape and dimensions of a 6ft tall man. I glanced once or twice over towards where the medium was stood, but nothing could be seen; it was only through the mirror that I could make out this cloud.


As I watched more, the medium then began to talk about how he sensed that there was once a fire at the Unicorn and that a couple of people had died. Once he said this, the cloud just vanished.


Later that night, I heard that a number of visitors in the past had witnessed strange events in this mirror. I don’t know whether it was just my eyes playing tricks on me that night – the room was lit by candles which were dancing shadows around the walls of the dining room, but afterwards it did seem strange that I’d witnessed this smoky cloud behind the medium and then, in the moments afterwards, he began to talk about a fire and the people who had died in agony as they were consumed within it.




Visitor Information


Address:


Ancient Unicorn Inn


Bowes


Barnard Castle


County Durham


DL12 9HL


Tel: 01833 628321


Email: ancient.unicorn@virgin.net


Website: www.ancient-unicorn.com


Opening Hours:


Food served Monday – Sunday 12 noon – 2 p.m.


Monday and Sunday 7 p.m. – 9 p.m.


Tuesday – Saturday 6 p.m. – 9.30 p.m.


How to Get There: The Ancient Unicorn Inn is situated on the main street in Bowes


OS Map Reference: NY 995 135


Additional Information:


•The bar sells a variety of quality real ales, beer and cider, as well as wine by the glass or the bottle, and soft drinks


•You can enjoy a bar meal from a menu of delicious home-cooked food made with fresh, seasonal local produce, or opt for a meal in the candle-lit restaurant where you can choose from the range of daily changing regional specialities, the à la carte menu or the mouth-watering vegetarian options. Details of the menu can be found on the website


•The Ancient Unicorn Inn offers travellers cosy, newly re-furbished bedrooms, all en-suite, with tea and coffee-making facilities and a television. Some courtyard rooms have Freeview channels. For details of booking and prices please visit the website


•The Ancient Unicorn can host parties or events, catering for buffets for up to 120 people and for more formal occasions for up to forty people
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