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With grateful thanks to Hertford Museum, a gem of the county town, whose little-known but extensive historical resources and photo archive have been invaluable to this work.
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Aerial view of Hertford from All Saints’ tower. (Hertford Museum collection)
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Foreword


ONE of the most common questions I am asked is whether I have ever seen a ghost. Unfortunately I haven’t, but I have heard some, sensed and smelt many, and have often been within seconds of catching one! Perhaps this is what fuels my continuing fascination with the subject. In the course of my research for various books on ghosts, and during my work as a paranormal investigator, I have spoken to countless people who are unshakably convinced about their brushes with the supernatural in whatever form this has taken. I do believe ghosts exist and that there are many things we cannot yet explain. Perhaps in the future we will understand more about the ghost phenomenon but, for the present, it remains a tantalising mystery.


In the course of discussions with people who have experienced unexplained happenings, I am often asked for explanations. For this reason, I have enlisted the help of a fellow paranormal investigator to contribute his thoughts to some of the stories included in this book. These take the form of Ghost Hunter’s Notes and an Endnote. These may put some readers’ minds at rest, or at least provide food for thought for others. For those who simply delight in the thrill of a good ghost story, I hope you find plenty of shivers and chills in this book.




Introduction


IT seems that people’s thoughts naturally turn to ghosts as autumn approaches and the nights draw in. This is quite understandable, as this time has always been traditionally the ‘season for ghosts’. However, the truth is that we are haunted all year round and ghosts don’t just disappear when the clocks go forward.


Hertford is a town where layers of history sandwich each other – where behind one street there is another hidden street of treasures, and where inconspicuous doorways lead to unexpected amazing historical interiors. In this wonderful jumble of ancient properties, more have ghostly residents than not. So many shopkeepers, office staff, restaurateurs, homeowners and occupants have had spooky experiences that the population must be positively tripled by the number of ghostly souls still going about their business in the town. But before we peer into the haunted corners of ancient Hertford, with its castle and legends of secret tunnels, it is necessary to understand the history of this charming market town founded in Saxon times on the bank of the river Lea.
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Roofs from Gascoyne Way car park, July 1972. (Peter Ruffles’ collection)


Hertford has a long and celebrated past. It is a town of alleys, yards, lanes, passages and slum areas. It is a royal borough, county and market town, as well as an industrial and commercial centre. One of Hertford’s earliest written references was in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle in ad 913, when King Edward the Elder created two fortifications known as burghs either side of its ford. The North Burgh was the area around Old Cross, whilst the South Burgh became the commercial centre around where Shire Hall now stands, with market, shops and inns. Hertford developed as a Royal Mint and traded corn and flour to London. The town’s importance as a royal burgh in medieval times, with its castle and royal residence, gave it its county town status. In 1441 King Henry VI granted Hertford its first charter, which established a market on Thursdays and Saturdays.


During the 1500s, royalty regularly visited the castle. The town at this time was described as a ‘bustling dirty place, streets filled with animal manure and human waste and meat butchered out in the open’. With the Civil War in the 1600s came a period of tumult and unrest, and royalty no longer visited the town. By the 1800s, residential areas began to grow up and the railway brought an increase in trade and population. The Assizes, the County Parliamentary and the Borough elections were all held here.


Old Hertford had a lamplighter who emerged at dusk and before dawn with his long hooked pole. In the early 1900s, a familiar figure in the town was F.W. Taylor, the Muffin Man, who carried a great wooden tray upon his cushioned head. There was also the knife grinder who set up shop on a doorstep, and the scrap metal merchant with his horse-drawn cart and cry of ‘any old iron’.
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The road that sliced Hertford in two. Gascoyne Way, view towards All Saints’ Church. (Hertford Museum collection)
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Pegs Lane before the Gascoyne Way. (Hertford Museum collection)


In the 1960s, a relief road was constructed (amidst much controversy) which severed the old town in two. This road is the Gascoyne Way (named after the Gascoyne Cecil family of Hatfield House) and it had a catastrophic effect on many historical inns and buildings, which were swept away in the process. All Saints’ churchyard was ripped in two and the back gardens of Fore Street and Castle Street were sliced up as the new route cut its way through people’s homes and final resting places. According to local historian Eve Sangster, before the construction of the Gascoyne Way, Pegs Lane was a narrow country road ‘with steep banks on both sides with primroses and cowslips and trees meeting overhead’. It is now a busy road separated from the older part of the town by unsightly 1960s buildings.


Despite its many changes, Hertford still carries a sense of its past into the twenty-first century, through its architecture and through the secrets of the souls which continue to haunt the streets and buildings of this charming market town.





Ruth Stratton, 2012
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Pegs Lane after the Gascoyne Way, 1968. (Peter Ruffles’ collection)




one


Bull Plain


IN a survey of 1620, Bull Plain was described as ‘the way leading towards Little Hartham across the water’, which is the edge of what is now Folly Island, accessed by the footbridge. At this time, the extensive Prince’s Arms coaching inn stretched from No. 15 (currently Hertford Cameras) to the corner of Maidenhead Street, where it adjoined another inn called the Glove & Dolphin (currently Edinburgh Woollen Mill). After the Civil War in the mid-1600s, the Prince’s Arms became the Bull, from which the area took its name. In 1857, with the decline of coach travel, the Bull inn was demolished leaving only the ‘tap’ to continue as the Bull (now In Depth and Hertford Cameras).


[image: images]


Bull Plain, 1904. (Hertford Museum collection)
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The Bull. (Hertford Museum collection)


Six properties were recorded in this street in 1620. Entering from the modern Salisbury Square, Christopher White’s house and garden were on the right; next was Elizabeth White’s house, divided into two; then came a cottage ‘newly erected’ and backing onto Butcherie (or Butcherly) Green (today’s Bircherley Green) and also divided. This property belonged to Mary Tooke and was what is now Tooke House and Hertford Museum (Nos 18 and 20 Bull Plain). On the west side was the house later called Waterside, owned by John Sharley or Shirley. This property was damaged in the Zeppelin raid of 1915 and was subsequently demolished. The clinic stands on part of its site. In 2012 this area was redeveloped, with a service road running alongside the clinic to a new library building.


Hertford Museum


Night at the museum


The recently refurbished museum is housed in an early seventeenth-century building at No. 18 Bull Plain and there have been many reports of ghosts here. The building, dating from around 1610, was originally one large house next door to No. 20, Tooke House. It is now divided in two. Tooke House takes its name from the builders of the block, Mary and William Tooke. Formerly shops and business premises, No. 18 (known as Walton House) was purchased for £800 in 1913 from Thomas Pamphilon, and conversion work began in preparation for its opening as a museum in February 1914. The founders were two brothers and members of a very long-established family that came to Hertford in the seventeenth century. These were Robert Thornton Andrews and William Frampton Andrews. Echoes of their influence in the town can be found in some of the street names on nearby Folly Island. They had previously opened a museum at 54-56 Fore Street in 1903, before the collection was moved to Bull Plain in 1914. Internally, little remains from the 1610 period except for the upper flight of stairs leading to the attic, and it is here that many people have reported experiencing ghostly activity.


In April 2006, a visitor to the museum told staff about the female ghost he saw standing at the top of the first-floor staircase. He described her as Edwardian, wearing a high collar and with bright red hair piled upon her head. This description was repeated by a husband and wife who came to visit the museum from Norfolk two years later in 2008. Other visitors have seen this ghost, sometimes bareheaded and sometimes wearing a bonnet. Some people have also reported seeing children hanging about on the stairs to the attic. The most recent sighting is of a little boy, about nine years old, in Victorian clothing. He was seen by a visitor in May 2007, running up the stairs and laughing mischievously.
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Rear view of Hertford Museum and allotments (now Bircherley Green service yard). (Hertford Museum collection)


In March 2012, the lift between floors began mysteriously operating by itself, despite it needing keys to be unlocked so it can start. The front-of-house staff had the key and the lift was locked, but somehow it had sent itself to the floor above. No one could explain how this had been possible.


During my time working at the museum as Assistant Curator between 2005 and 2010, I ran a number of ghost walks around the town at Halloween as a fundraising activity for the museum. Arriving early on the night of the very first tour, I sat quietly on my own in the building, having a cup of tea and revising my notes. The building was empty and idly I glanced at the CCTV monitor which showed the upstairs display areas in semi-darkness. I noticed a couple of times that a bright white light seemed to appear and fly around the room. After the walk, the group came back to the museum for tea, biscuits and to exchange ghostly tales. A group of ladies belonging to a spiritualist group disappeared upstairs. Later, when closing up, I found the ladies sitting in the dark in the children’s activity room, saying that they were aware of an active female presence in this area of the building.


In 2009 the museum went through a major redevelopment: often the catalyst for an increase in ghostly activity. This seemed like the perfect opportunity to carry out an overnight paranormal investigation. The museum closed its doors for refurbishment on Christmas Eve 2008, and the investigation was planned for the following January. So, on 31 January 2009, the NightWatch UK paranormal investigation team assembled at the museum. With the rooms emptied of their display cases and the attic’s vast collections of photographs and paper archives removed to safe storage, the rooms of the building were strangely bare and hollow. The group was joined by celebrated clairvoyant Marion Goodfellow, who walked around each room in turn, picking up echoes of the many layers of the building’s history. As stated in the rules of the group, no one is told where the investigation will be held; this is to ensure that no prior research can be carried out to falsify the findings. Team members were told to meet at a nearby service station and were then given directions from there on the night, so they only knew the destination once they had actually arrived in Hertford. Marion Goodfellow was no exception.
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No. 18 Bull Plain prior to 1913, when the Andrews brothers purchased the building for the museum. The name of Pamphilon can be seen above the window. The frontage is little changed today. (Hertford Museum collection)
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Museum staircase to the attic, dating from 1610. (Hertford Museum collection)


In the kitchen area, Marion immediately sensed two raggedy little Victorian boys aged between six and eight, who sat huddled in a corner, their arms around their knees. This area had housed a Victorian extension before it was demolished in the 1980s to make a kitchen and staff offices.


Beside the front door, Marion sensed that someone called Nancy once lived here. Nancy wore black lace-up boots, a long panel skirt and an early Victorian bustle which was gathered at the side. She wore a blouse with long ‘leg of mutton’ sleeves and a cross-over pinafore. Accompanying Nancy was the smell of bread, as if a bakery was nearby. Marion felt that Nancy had something to do with the Women’s Union and that the downstairs had strong connections with religious meetings and official gatherings. Research shows that No. 20 was sold to Miss Thornton in 1884 and the Mission Room was built. Around 1932 the Mission Room became All Saints’ Mission Hall and also accommodated a branch of the Oddfellows. This is an order of friendly societies set up in the eighteenth century to protect and assist its members at a time when there was no welfare state, trade unions or National Health Service. Marion also felt that a man named Thomas lived here. This is a very general statement and a common name, but could she be referring to Thomas Pamphilon whose family occupied the house before it was sold to be the museum in 1913? It becomes a little more convincing in a moment.


At the top of the stairs, Marion picked up a male energy who was angry about the changes. She felt he was from the early Victorian period and had been involved in some way with the coal-mining industry and was quite well-to-do. Could this be related to one of the founders of the museum, either R.T. or W.F. Andrews? Research reveals that in the 1800s Samuel Andrews, their grandfather, operated barges on the Lee Navigation from Hertford and began trading in coal, which was much sought after in an area that was far away from a coalfield. Samuel also had a farm at nearby Rush Green and another at Bramfield. In addition, he ran a timber business and owned brickfields. Samuel was indeed quite an entrepreneur.


On the upper floors, Marion was now being told off by Thomas for being in the family’s drawing room. Thomas Pamphilon had a plumbing business and shop which occupied the downstairs rooms of the premises, the upstairs being the family’s private living quarters, including their drawing room. The feeling of children was prevalent in the upper rooms. Marion felt that one room in particular was attracting them. This, she believed, was a room filled with toys. Indeed, this had formerly been the museum’s activity room, where children had toys to play with, school groups came to do workshops and holiday activities were organised. According to Marion, the toys had been attracting children from the past to that room. She could hear them singing nursery rhymes. Another member of the team, Andy Matthews, joined her with his voice recorder to see if he could pick up any voices from the past. They sat in the shadowy silence of the empty room and he switched on his recording device. At 9.49 p.m. there came three knocks followed by one more knock. Andy played back the recording and it had picked up the knocks. But it had also picked up something else; something that had not been audible to him or Marion as they sat waiting in the darkness. Very faintly they heard a child’s voice, as if it was coming from a long way away, up through a tunnel: ‘Here we are.’
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