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PREFACE – FANCIFUL BEGINNINGS

In the year 1735 a man wandered into the Horse Shoe Inn in Stony Stratford. His name was Browne Willis, a former Member of Parliament but better known in the 21st century as a collator of Buckinghamshire’s history. Willis had arranged a meeting with a gentleman by the name of William Hartley. Nearly 80 years of age, Hartley was a living archive of anecdotes about the town and over a mug of ale the two gentlemen discussed various aspects of its history. The conversation must have eventually drifted to the subject of the Queen Eleanor Cross, one of twelve ornate monuments memorialising the stopping points of Eleanor’s funeral cortège in 1290. Hartley, it seems, was the only person to remember the cross, or at least what remained of it – the upper part was almost certainly destroyed in the early years of the Civil War in 1643. One can imagine the inquisitive Willis plying Hartley with more ale and perhaps a refill of his pipe, cajoling him with questions about the cross. Surely, amongst those questions, he must have pressed Hartley on the matter of where the cross was situated in the town?

To this day the exact location remains a mystery. Willis records only that it was at the ‘lower’ (i.e. north) end of the town near the Horse Shoe Inn. The inn was demolished in the early 1860s to make way for the St Paul’s School buildings on the east side of the High Street (now housing a yoga studio and one of the town’s popular Indian restaurants). No drawings are known to exist and in the absence of any firm archaeological evidence Willis’ account is all there is to go on for the location of the elusive cross. Did Willis put the question to Hartley? Had Hartley’s memory become fogged over the years? Perhaps Willis felt it was of little consequence to record its exact location, thus frustrating future researchers delving into the town’s history!

Regardless of what was actually discussed on that occasion, it nevertheless makes the basis for a good story. Like any modest-sized market town Stony Stratford has lots of stories. And lots of history. Often, it’s just snippets, small chunks filtered and embellished by successive generations. Perhaps, as the author of this book, I should be grateful for the little that has been handed down since it has given me licence to spin a tale and to contemplate what might have been. Much of it is an unremarkable history, but none-the-less unique and idiosyncratic to the town. Many historic towns suffered terrible fires, but the fire of 1742 devastated Stony Stratford, clearing out the legacy of antiquated timber-framed and thatched buildings. Local school children are taught the tale, learning how the hapless chambermaid of the Bull Inn concealed a scalded bedsheet up a chimney and in so doing unwittingly started a conflagration that destroyed nearly 150 buildings. 

As an overnight resting place for the deceased Eleanor, Queen to King Edward I, Stony Stratford was to receive its own stone cross to commemorate the magnitude of the event, one of only twelve towns accorded this honour. Sadly, our predecessors seem to have been less enamoured with the honour, allowing the cross to fall into ruin!

With such an eventful history it’s perhaps surprising Stony Stratford doesn’t seem to have any famous ghosts – at least none known to the author – and I hope this book will make up for the absence of any well-known spirits! It has its origins with a story about a worn-out Roman soldier seeking redemption for a past misdemeanour (‘The Straight Road’). The character remains caught in a time warp and reflects on the changing landscape and people of the town. Is change always progressive we might ask? It was intended as an entry for Stony Stratford’s annual Bardic Trials but the author wisely ducked out! Oddly the next was the onions story (‘Onions’). As a plot holder of more than 25 years I’ve relished the changing seasonal appearance of the allotments. On a bright spring day, with the blossom on the orchard trees, they are an oasis of calm and tranquillity; but on a bleak winter’s afternoon, with darkened skies and gusts of wind tossing plastic pots and rubbish in all directions, they can be oppressive and unwelcoming. Bits of broken china, clay pipe, buttons and the detritus of domestic waste regularly turn up in the soil (you can tell the author was a former archaeologist!); testimony to the longevity of the allotments and the hard work of tenants past and present. 

‘The Angel and the Skull’ came about as a stab at a Christmas story, set of course in a long-abandoned churchyard. A good ghost story should be embedded in its locality, and I had come to realise the landscape, the history and people of the town provided a rich and fertile source of ghostly ideas. I’m not sure that these characters have ever truly gone away and perhaps they never will, only fading with the passage of time as the two anxious characters do in the final story ‘Unfinished Business!’.

I have long enjoyed the ghost story as a genre with a particular relish for the stories of M.R. James. There’s something rather delicious about a dark creepy tale with sinister characters, a sense of menace and a macabre twist to the end of the story. A well worked ghost story can leave the reader ruminating, challenging their beliefs about the connection between the living and the dead. As a prolific writer of ghost stories James is noted for his often-cryptic descriptions and development of characters who always remain slightly elusive, full of implied menace but never quite seen. 

It would be an understatement to suggest I have been fanciful in retelling the town’s history, and I ask for the reader’s forbearance and tolerance – please don’t throw the book down in disgust! Please persevere! Where I’ve gleaned information from established sources, I’ve acknowledged these after the epilogue. The stories are a history ‘mash up’ inspired by the colourful characters and events that have shaped the town’s history. As far as I’m aware Thomas Farrar doesn’t lurk within its depths (‘The Coffee Shop, The Well and Thomas Farrar’) but there’s certainly a well in the Out of Office café and who knows what treasures lie at the bottom! I’ve borrowed the name of ‘The Silent Woman’ pub (there was one in Stony) for the origins of the building as it’s a great name, and I felt it had to be woven into the story (apparently the pub sign was often a headless woman – creepy eh!). I’m sorry to say you won’t find an angel and a skull gazing amorously at each other in St Mary Magdalen Churchyard (‘The Angel and the Skull’) but there are some evocative moss-covered cherubs on the recumbent tombstones and the skull was a common motif on such stones, reminding the living of their short precarious existence on this earth.

Hopefully, you will appreciate the humour in the stories and the illustrations that follow. We’ve had great fun putting them together. A few stories got dropped along the way – it was a step too far to make a spooky tale about a boat being drawn through the town (referencing Hayes’ boatyard), though I tried! Much too fanciful! 

Once a clutch of stories had developed, Robin kindly offered his skills as an illustrator. I think the illustrations nicely balance the stories, adding an element of humour as well as mystery and enticing the reader onwards. Where possible Robin has incorporated the actual local landscape – who knows, in years to come future historians of the town will be pouring over his illustrations for detail! I’ve found it difficult to create the truly malicious or evil characters one would expect to find in a good ghost story, and even Death, who we shall meet later on in the book (‘A Brush with Death’), seems to be a sadly misunderstood, much-maligned fellow. These days, when empathy has replaced sympathy and political correctness is the norm, I’ve tried to give him a fair hearing! Most of our ghosts are benevolent, sometimes seeking to right an injustice, sometimes seeking to guide the living. Or even just trying to pass on the odd historical morsel.

No doubt in a few centuries the town will throw up more characters and events and there will be another clutch of spooks to write about. But that is for another generation of writers and illustrators. I wish them well. In the meantime, draw the curtains and turn down the lights. Stoke up the fire and sit down with your favourite tipple. Don’t answer the front door! 
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THE COFFEE SHOP, THE WELL AND THOMAS FARRAR
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Thomas Farrar had been lying at the bottom of the well for nigh on 200 years! He’d lost all track of time but reckoned it a reasonable guess, judging by his state of decomposition. It wasn’t what he would have wished for as a final resting place, but then he’d had little choice in the matter. The thieves had stabbed him repeatedly, finally clubbing him on the head before throwing his body down the well. The stab wounds weren’t such a problem as the flesh soon fell away from his bones and he could no longer see or feel them. The crack on his skull was much more irritating. It left him feeling nauseous and dizzy. And it looked unsightly!

No one had disturbed Thomas’ watery grave for two centuries. It wasn’t so bad, the well had already gone out of use at the time of his death and the thieves had quickly placed wooden floorboards over the top to conceal their deed. It was nice and dark. The water was a bit cold but then what was the alternative; frozen ground in some windswept graveyard? The thieves had taken his purse but left his clothes so for the first 50 years the greatcoat he had been wearing kept him warm. Now it lay rotten and mouldering alongside his corpse. Thomas had always preferred his own company and knew he could never get on with all those corpses in the town’s already overloaded cemetery, chattering on about how unfair death had been to them. At least they hadn’t been robbed and murdered Thomas thought. Now that was unfair!

So, there he was, peacefully enjoying his decomposition. That is until one day he heard banging coming from the top of the well. At first just one or two isolated blows, but gradually it developed into a cacophony intermittently interrupted by a horrible screeching sound. Thomas had been a builder by trade and recognised the noise a large rusty nail makes when drawn from timber. Finally, after much banging and crashing there was an awful tearing as the boards overlying Thomas’ grave were wrenched apart, spilling a rain of dust down into the well. For the first time in centuries Thomas was bathed in light.

It took a while for him to adjust to the light. His initial reaction was to place a hand over his eyes to shield them but then he remembered that one hand had fallen off thirty years ago. And his actual eyes had long since rotted away. Nevertheless, he became aware of a head silhouetted against the light, the top of the head crowned with a strange cap with a large forward pointing brim. A second head appeared. Hands grasped the edge of the well, steadying the men who proceeded to chatter excitedly about their discovery. One of the men produced a small black contraption unfamiliar to Thomas. Holding the contraption over the mouth of the well the man pressed the side of it with his finger, producing a clicking sound followed by an intense burst of light. The next moment the man was talking to the device. ‘How bloody rude’ thought Thomas. As if that wasn’t bad enough the man maintained his impertinence by throwing a small piece of broken brick into the well, to test its depth. The offending item hit Thomas square on his already sore skull, adding to his annoyance.

In the two hundred or so years the building housing Thomas’ corpse has been standing it has witnessed many changes. At the time of his misfortunate death, it was an inn, ‘The Silent Woman’, not one of Stony Stratford’s more salubrious haunts but welcoming and homely, nevertheless. Ale was 6d a pint and usually drinkable. The landlady kept a good fire and in keeping with the name of the inn knew when to be discreet. Perhaps too discreet. She must have known something about poor Thomas’ death. He was always more than happy to sit in the corner of the pub and watch the world go by. After serving thirsty drinkers for more than a hundred years it had then become a shop, or rather a succession of shops – a milliner’s shop, a sweet shop and finally, a flower shop. Now it was to become a coffee shop!

The builders were kept busy at their work. Old fixtures and fittings needed removing, new fixtures and fittings, electricity and other services needed installing. Plaster was knocked from the walls, revealing blocked up doors and windows that would have been openings in Thomas’ day. If he could have seen it Thomas would have laughed, the kitchen was to be placed in the room where the inn’s clientele would take a piss. And then there was the well, Thomas’ resting place. Thomas noted men with clipboards taking measurements – ‘surveyors’ in his day, ‘architects’ now – chattering about how it would ‘make a lovely feature’ how the ‘public would love it’, and how it was ‘good for business’. One of the builders jokingly remarked that there were bound to be a few corpses down the bottom of the well. A smile slowly drew across Thomas’ yellowing mouth; they wouldn’t love it half so much if they knew about his rotting cadaver at the bottom!

And then one day, as the building works were coming to a close, the worst of it happened. The builders have been chipping away the brickwork at the top of the well and laying new mortar. Cables have been inserted and fixed to the brick lining. Strange looking candles are attached to the cables which illuminate the top of the well, leaving the dank water at the bottom looking ominous. As the day ends the finishing touch is applied. Thomas can only watch in horror as a large circular piece of glass is gently slid into place over the newly laid brickwork, sealing the top of the well. Thomas is finally relieved when the candles are extinguished and everything returns to darkness. Perhaps, after all, he can now resume his rest and gentle decay.

Three days later the coffee shop opens. It is called a ‘café’. In Thomas’ day they were ‘Coffee Houses’, places where gentleman could take a pot of coffee, smoke a pipe, read the latest news, intrigue and discuss business. Nowadays smoking is banned and the only pipes are those few broken pieces lying alongside Thomas in his watery grave. Coffee is no longer called ‘coffee’, it has exotic names like ‘Latte’ and ‘Cappuccino’. If he could see it Thomas would be appalled by an ‘Americano’; they’d only recently lost the colonies when he left this earth. Tea is called ‘chai’ and is no longer served in china vessels but instead in paper cups that the clientele takes outside for a walk before discarding on the pavements. The smells are different too, the smell of roasting meat has been replaced by the aroma of bread, cinnamon, cheese butter, toast and fake ham.

None of this would have mattered to Thomas but for the fact that his resting place now served as the focal point for the café. He soon discovered this when, at 8.30 am precisely the candles in the well were turned on, bathing it in a sea of coloured light. As if this wasn’t bad enough every thirty seconds the candles would change colour, going from a lurid red to orange, yellow to green, blue and pink before starting the whole wretched cycle again. The lid on his watery coffin soon attracted the attention of children who would bang on the glass and stare down into the watery abyss, not knowing they were looking into the face of a hideous corpse. Thomas had never liked children and these were so much more badly behaved than the ones of his day. Some of the older ones even had hair the colour of the changing candles. But what annoyed Thomas more than anything else was the small slit in the centre of the glass. He’d barely noticed it when the lid was first installed but its purpose soon became apparent when coins started falling, usually dropped from the hands of those horrible children. Somehow those clever surveyors had managed to place the slit directly above poor Thomas’ forehead and each coin landed directly on his cracked skull before rolling into his eye sockets or into his open mouth. The small bronze ones weren’t so bad, but the larger silver ones really hurt. He dreaded the rare moments when one of those large, angled coins came down.

Thomas could only hope this would all stop. But it doesn’t. As the days went by the café became increasingly busy, bringing more annoying children and greater amounts of coinage raining down on his forehead. And then a terrible thought ran through Thomas’ empty skull. Surely if the money kept descending then at some stage the proprietors of the café would want to get down there and clear them out? Then they would discover his rotting corpse. His grave was becoming a nice little earner for the café people. Thomas felt pleasantly settled down there, and the last thing he wanted was to be disturbed and have his bones flung into a cemetery. It would probably be a modern cemetery where none of the conversation from the corpses would make sense. They’d be talking about deaths and diseases he’d never heard of, and of course about how unfair death was. Thomas decided it was time for action.

One night, as the lights were turned off and the café fell empty, he put his plan into action. It wasn’t easy extracting his skeletal form from the bottom of the well. His bones had settled nicely into the sticky silt at the bottom and it was only with great exertion that he managed to extract them, making a horrible sucking noise as they finally yielded. And then there was the problem of the coins. So many had got lodged in his skull and his mouth that it was hard to lift his head. As he did so, raising himself to a sitting position, the coins began to trickle down and through his ribs, eventually to collect on the floor of the well. There must have been several hundred and having offloaded them from his bony frame he now had to work out how he could carry them to the top of the well. Looking around, an answer was soon forthcoming as his one remaining hand was resting on a large surviving scrap of cloth from the greatcoat. Placing the coins into the centre of the cloth he was able to gather up the four corners and form a crude bag.

The next issue was how to get to the top of the well? It was not going to be easy with only one hand and a heavy bag full of coins to carry. With his one remaining hand he pressed the four corners of the bag into his mouth. Several loose teeth fell out, but sufficient remained to hold the bag firm, though it swayed violently as he began his ascent. Using his bony fingers, he was able to get a grip on the damp moss-covered bricks. Fortunately, the original builders had left each course projecting beyond the course above, thereby creating a very slight step which fingers and toes could just grip onto. After several minutes of exertion and several rests – Thomas could see how unfit he’d become! – he reached the upper part of the well where several pipes had been laid into the upper brick courses. These provided a convenient purchase for his feet. The final obstacle, however, was the glass lid, which was by necessity not only very thick but also very heavy. Thomas examined it for several minutes. It seemed well anchored and probably unlikely to budge. Having got this far Thomas was determined not to give up and using his knowledge of the trade he tried to fathom how the builders might have installed it. Fortunately, the lid had been placed on steel brackets and held itself in place by its own weight. By placing his shoulders and remaining hand under the lid he was able to push upwards and feel it move. After much heaving and grunting and a final deft twist of the shoulders the lid was pushed sideways sufficient to rest on the brick rim of the well and support itself. Thomas was then able to extract the bag of coins from his aching jaw and pass them up through the aperture he had created.

Several minutes later Thomas was sitting on the side of the well, recovering from his exertions. As he did so, he looked around in amazement. The interior was barely recognisable from how it had looked more than two hundred years ago. The only familiar feature was the old, crooked windows that the conservation officer had asked to be retained. The old oak bar where the barrels had sat was replaced by a shiny new counter made of some sort of synthetic substance. Tables and chairs made of the same material and in all sorts of colours lay carefully positioned around the rest of the interior. Tables and chairs had been kept to a minimum in his day, otherwise they ended up being used as weapons in the all too frequent fights. There was no sign of the spittoons Thomas was accustomed to. Behind the counter were various bottles. Judging by their lurid colours Thomas had his suspicion that these didn’t hold liquor. He’d loved to have tried them but then how was he going to keep the contents down without a mouth or stomach?

One item particularly drew Thomas’ attention. It was a large silver machine sitting on the counter with lots of black handles placed over trays. Various buttons were placed above the handles. A label announced the maker of the machine but Thomas struggled to read it, it looked foreign sounding, perhaps Italian? Thomas had never been one for the drink but judging by the faint smell emanating from the machine he guessed that they used it for making coffee. A small red light seemed to announce the machine was ready for action and Thomas couldn’t resist the temptation to try pressing one of the buttons. As he did so some of the water from the well trickled down his fingers and Thomas was rewarded with a violent shock which sent his teeth chattering and the few hairs still attached to a flap of skin on the top of his skull standing on end.

After this unpleasant experience Thomas reckoned it was time to return to his resting place. He spilled the contents of the cloth bag onto the floor of the building and eased himself back through the aperture between the glass lid and the edge of the well. His descent proved considerably easier than his earlier ascent of the well, and with the lid closed over again he was soon back in his watery resting place and snuggled down into the cold clammy mud.

Not surprisingly the next day the café proprietors were shocked by what they found. Coins of all denominations lay scattered across the floor. Damp muddy footprints, evidently from someone without shoes, led away from the well towards the counter and then back again. The lights in the well no longer worked. Why would someone want to sabotage these? Perhaps worst of all, someone had been tampering with the coffee machine, which no longer functioned. The police were called but there was little they could do as nothing had been stolen. They pointed to the floor and questioned what sort of burglar would leave a pile of coins behind?

Thomas couldn’t have been more pleased with the outcomes of his last night’s work. No lurid lights and no ghastly children staring down at him and dropping money. The café had had to close whilst engineers were awaited for the coffee machine. Thomas was starting to think he could resume his decomposition after all. His bones were settling nicely and he could enjoy the reassuring feel of the mud oozing round them. Several days passed and as the café couldn’t open it was locked and left in darkness. Thomas was starting to feel relaxed and reflected on the fact that modernity wouldn’t get the better of him.

But it wasn’t to last. After several days, the builders returned and fixed the lights in the well. Thomas could hear one of the builders say to the other, ‘You can fix them mate, I’m not going down there for all the money in the world’. Thomas thought it wasn’t so bad, but then he had a different perspective on the well. The coffee machine was fixed and resumed its horrible hissings and gurgling. Slowly the customers returned and with them the ghastly children, all eager to peer down into the well and drop coins onto Thomas’ skull. What could he do? It was obvious that he was going to have to get rid of the coins again.

Thomas waited until his skull was completely full. By tilting his head slightly, he could make the coins trickle down into his ribcage and that gave him a few more days respite. But he knew it couldn’t last forever. Soon his ribcage was full and he decided he would have to make the ascent again. This time it wasn’t so difficult, although he had to make two trips to the top of the well to get rid of all the coins. The cloth bag came in handy again, although it was starting to look a bit frayed. Once again, he left the coins spilled across the floor of the café. For good measure he added the coins from a cup sitting on the counter onto the pile. The cup had been labelled ‘tips please’. ‘That will annoy them,’ he thought. As his first attempt at sabotaging the café had been so successful, he thought he’d have another go. By placing his dripping wet finger onto the coffee machine, he was able once again to produce a violent reaction which disabled the machine. It was painful but worth it. Standing in front of the mirror behind the counter he could see those few hairs standing up on the top of his head. ‘Jesus, I look rough,’ he thought. For good measure he completed his labours by wrecking the toaster, the microwave oven and the small, strange device which somehow seemed to gather up the payments. £3.30 for a coffee the board said. ‘In my day that was a several week’s wages,’ he thought.

The following day the café proprietors were met once again by a scene of devastation. All of the electrical devices were out of action, including the vital coffee machine. The floor was muddy and covered with pools of water and the same strange footprints going in either direction. Coins lay everywhere. They commented that whoever must have stolen their tips must have been completely heartless. That would have amused Thomas, his heart having long since rotted away! The police were called again and their report noted that the intruder’s activity seemed to centre around the well, but there was no way someone could enter and leave the building by this means. It remained a mystery. Having completed their report, the builders were once more brought back to fix various sockets and cables. They were even more reluctant on this occasion to fix the lights in the well, but the proprietors were insistent that it attracted many of their customers. So, for a third time Thomas is bathed in a sea of multi-coloured lights and plagued by snotty-nosed faces. Coins rain down on him, in greater numbers it seems than on the previous occasions. Word has got round that the well might be haunted! Rather than drive people away it seems to attract them more and more.

‘This is ridiculous,’ thinks Thomas. ‘Do they have no respect? Can a corpse not enjoy a well-earned rest? I only need a few hundred more years and I’ll be gone.’ 

Once again, he is faced with the prospect of having to get rid of the coins. There are so many this time that not only have they filled his skull and rib cage, but they also make a nice tidy pile in his pelvis which can almost certainly be seen from above. This time he resolves not only to get rid of the coins but also to put paid to the coffee business once and for all. It takes all his energies to get the coins to the top of the well; three ascents have to be made and the bag made from his rotting coat has decayed so badly that some of the coins are slipping out through the holes and falling to the base of the well. They will have to be left for next time. That is if there is a next time. Thomas is determined to repeat his previous wrecking spree and worse. The coffee machine, the toaster and the money machine are sabotaged. The coffee packets are broken open and mixed up with the milk and juices. Tea is spilled down the sink causing it to block up. He thinks twice before casting around the cakes and biscuits around the café; he’d always had a sweet tooth but it’s not much good now as most of his teeth lie at the bottom of the well, dislodged by the cloth bag. Finally, Thomas thinks he has done enough. The coins are nicely scattered across the floor so he descends once again to his watery tomb, pulling the cable and lurid lights off the side of the well as he does so. ‘A job well done,’ he thinks. 

What he doesn’t know though is that Thomas has missed one vital element in the refurbished café.

On returning the next morning the proprietors are faced once again with a scene of devastation, with coins strewn around the well. This time though they have the evidence. On the advice of the police a CCTV camera has been installed. What is seen is hard to believe. In the eerie red light cast by the coffee machine it shows the glass lid being lifted and pushed sideways before a skeletal hand appears and passes up a filthy looking cloth bag dripping with water. The hand is attached to an arm which is attached to a body which has a hideous grinning skull, the skull made worse by a nasty looking dent in its front. The skeleton is seen scattering the contents of the bag – the coins – over the café floor. It disappears into the well again and soon reappears with more coins. This happens three times before it makes its way over to the counter and starts jabbing its bony fingers into the coffee machine, the toaster, the card reader. The skeleton is clearly enjoying its work and wears a hideous grin on its demonic face, made worse by the absence of nearly all its teeth.

Poor Thomas, if he thinks his problems are over he couldn’t be further from the truth. Several days pass and he thinks he has finally got the rest he deserves. But it’s not to be. The builders reappear and lift the glass lid. This time, rather than re-attach the lighting cable and replace the bulbs they pull the cable out of the well. Next a large flexible pipe is passed down to the bottom, reaching into the water. ‘This isn’t supposed to happen,’ thinks Thomas. A tremendous noise bellows around the café as the generator driving the pump is switched on, making the pipe twitch and dance in the water. More and more heads appear at the top of the well as the level, inch by inch, starts to drop. Thomas can feel the water level getting nearer and nearer, closer and closer. And then it happens! The end of the pipe has sucked out nearly all the water and has latched onto something solid. It makes a horrible sucking noise as it creates a vacuum and starts dancing round, banging against the brick sides of the well. The men above begin to panic and quickly haul up the pipe before it damages the pump. The extracted item is removed from the end of the pipe. It is poor Thomas’ skull!

So where does this story end? Fortunately for all concerned it does have a happy ending. The café is now thriving. People come from far and wide after hearing the story of the haunted café. Customers jokingly ask for decoffinated coffee! Having cleared up the mess and repaired all the damage to the coffee machine and electrical items it was able to reopen. Some of the damage was paid for by the hordes of coins that Thomas had discarded over the floor. Something had to be done about the well and a priest was first called in to deliver prayers over Thomas’ resting place. Thomas thought that a waste of time as he was never a religious man. A ladder was then lowered and after making sure the brick walls were secure an archaeologist attended on Thomas for several days, taking measurements and photographs of the skeleton. Thomas didn’t mind too much, but he did find it unpleasant when the archaeologist’s trowel kept poking his ribcage and the brush kept tickling his pelvis. Perhaps the worst part was the indignity of having his bones packed into a large plastic bag and taken away for cleaning and analysis.

And what of Thomas himself? Though the perpetrators would never be brought to justice Thomas would have felt some sense of relief that the archaeologist’s report established the cause of death. The dent on the skull indicated he had been on the receiving end of a blunt instrument. Several small incisions across the bones of the rib cage indicated that Thomas had been stabbed at least several times. The archaeologist’s conclusion was that the deceased had been brutally attacked and the body then dumped down the well. 

Thomas now has a different resting place, six feet below the ground in a nice cosy coffin. It’s quite warm down here, which aids decomposition nicely, and the sides of the coffin provide insulation, meaning that he very rarely hears the ceaseless chattering from some of the newer residents. There are no more bright lights, no more horrible children, and none of the relentless patter of coins falling on his fragile forehead. Rest in Peace Thomas Farrar!

		
	

A TRUE AND HONEST COCK AND BULL STORY
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The Cock and the Bull are having an argument. It’s the same one that’s been raging for several centuries now. Each night, after revellers have made their way home, the Cock and the Bull descend from their lofty perches. It’s easy for Cock with his lithe frame and wings but difficult for the Bull, bearing in mind his colossal size! At the same time, every night they commence their squabbling about who is the elder. This might sound odd as neither animal can be centuries old, but then it’s not actually about them, it’s about their respective buildings.

The Cock and The Bull are two pubs that stand almost side by side on the east side of the High Street. Both are splendid red brick buildings. The truth is they were both built after the great fire of 1742, but don’t let this get in the way of a good story! The reader probably has some idea by now that Cock and Bull are to be found on their respective pub signs. Cock is shown resplendent, chest feathers and tail puffed up, evidently trying to impress the ladies scuttling around in the background. His sign hangs from a long horizontal metal pole extending almost halfway across the High Street. It is longer than Bull’s and for this reason Cock sometimes tries to use it as spurious evidence for his case, suggesting that longer must mean older. Bull has never been impressed by this argument. As he hangs from a pole supported by elaborate scrolled brackets, Bull’s retort is always that the superior quality of this bracket must indicate he is much the senior. As his inn is so much nearer to London (actually only 50 feet!) this must be categoric evidence that he is the elder. It usually shuts Cock up for a bit.
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