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Setting: Hammersmith, near London, November 1803 – January 1804

Inspired by the true story of the Hammersmith Ghost, reported in The Times, 6th January 1804

The sound of falling rain outside the Black Lion Inn was drowned out by the sounds of the skittle game taking place in the back room. John Locke, the wine merchant, threw the heavy wooden “cheese” hard at the nine pins, knocking down six of them in such as way that the remaining three pins stood in the formation known to the players as “London Bridge,” to general approval and generous applause. John Graham, the shoemaker, took his turn next and did even better, knocking down seven pins.

“The Gates of Hell!” exclaimed John Locke, referring to the unusual formation of the remaining two pins. “You don’t see that very often!”

Thunder pealed outside.

“Last time I saw the pins fall like that was the night that reprobate Thomas Flynn was around here, harassing his poor little wife,” said William Girdler, the night watchman. “He came in to the inn, drunk already, barged into the game, and threw the Gates of Hell. When we all applauded he cried, ‘Ha! See! The Devil take you all!’ and left. Then off he went to drink some more at the Plough & Harrow. I was on duty that night, and I saw him come out of there and start pelting poor Mrs Flynn’s home with stones, screaming and cursing and threatening to kill the whole family, parents and children all, with a penknife.”

Another deep rumble of thunder rolled across the roof of the pub.

“I saw him the next morning,” said Locke with a shudder. “I was walking to the market, it was a glorious, hot, sunny day. August, wasn’t it? Then out of nowhere, as I’m coming down King Street, lurches Flynn, covered in blood and yelling and puking his guts out by the side of the road. He screams out, ‘She’s dead! She’s dead! If I can’t have her no one will, and the Devil take you all! A curse on this whole stinking village!’ And he plunges that stupid penknife right into his belly.”

“I thought he cut his own throat?” asked Thomas Millwood, the bricklayer, picking a drop of spilled candle wax off his white working clothes.

“He did,” said Locke miserably. “The blasted penknife wasn’t long enough or sharp enough to give him more than a scratch. So he got out a razor and pulled it right across his own throat. Still didn’t do a very good job of it – it took him two days to die, I heard.”

“Was this the man who killed his wife when she left him and went home to her parents?” asked Francis Smith, a customs officer, who was relatively new to Hammersmith.

“She lived, thank the good Lord,” replied Girdler, nodding. “Flynn thought he’d killed her, beating her over the head with the bloody poker from her own parents’ fireplace. He nearly had, but she made it in the end. The family moved away once she recovered.”

“Flynn died, though,” added Locke, “which was a relief to all of us, quite frankly. The coroner ordered him to be buried under the crossroads outside the churchyard, and staked. His people were none too happy, but he was a suicide. Their own Church forbids his burial in sacred ground, and condemns him to Hell.”

“I don’t think it was the suicide part that has that lowlife burning in Hell,” muttered Millwood.

“Well, it sounds like good riddance to bad rubbish to this Flynn, and a happy ending for the poor woman,” said Smith cheerfully. “And I can do you one better than that throw anyway, Graham!” He proceeded to outdo Graham’s score by throwing a floorer and knocking over all nine pins with one shot.

The rumbling thunder died down, though the rain kept coming.

“I’m off on duty,” said Girdler glumly, wrapping himself up in his long, thick coat and jamming his wide-brimmed hat onto his head. He could hear laughter and calls for more beer from the other men as he pushed open the heavy wooden door and stood in the doorway for a moment to light his lantern before venturing out into the wet and the cold.

There was a sharp November bite to the air, though at least the rain had driven away the fog that usually gathered in the narrow village streets after dark. Girdler held up his lantern in one hand and shook his rattle in the other as he walked past the various local pubs, shooing away the drunks from The Black Lion, The White Hart, and The Plough & Harrow.

As he carried on through the village towards the church, Girdler put his rattle away. The rain and the cloudy, moonless sky concealed the young couple he had seen disappearing from prying eyes around a headstone, and Girdler had no special desire to disturb them, so long as they did nothing to disrupt the King’s peace.

“Nine o’clock!” Girdler called out as he made his way around the church. “Inclement weather with heavy rain! And all’s – ”

But before he could draw breath to say, “well,” he stopped, for something strange in the churchyard had caught his eye. A weird white cloud seemed to arise from the crossroads outside of the church, like a curling funnel of fog, even though there was no fog anywhere else that night. It swirled and tumbled its way across the road and spilled into the churchyard, where it seemed to move around the headstones and across the grass until it went out of Girdler’s sight.

A few moments later he heard a shriek from deep inside the graveyard, and the young couple emerged, dishevelled and breathless and in a state of consternation.

“Watchman!” cried the young man. “There is someone – or something – prowling around the churchyard!”

“What, sir?” asked Girdler.

“I do not know!” exclaimed the young man.

“Was it an animal of some kind?” asked his companion, surreptitiously trying to lace up her stays under her dress.

“I do not think so,” said the young man. “It pinched and pulled me like a man prodding at someone with his fingers might. But I could see nothing except a whiteish kind of fog.”

“Are you sure, sir?” asked Girdler politely. “It does seem more likely to have been a wild animal of some sort. Perhaps some large bird, flown over from the river?”

The young man shook his head.

“I can come to only one conclusion,” he said. “The thing, whatever it was, was not of this world. I believe it was a phantom!”

“Oh come sir, surely not,” said Girdler. “You cannot possibly believe in ghosts?”

“I do now!” said the young man. “We must warn the villagers that they may not be safe on the streets at night, for there is a ghost at large! Quick, Letty – let me see you home. I shall watch you from a discreet distance until you are safely inside your door.”

Girdler watched them go, shaking his head at the gullibility of the young. And yet, he found himself strangely uneasy. Although he told himself firmly that he did not believe in silly superstitions or old wives’ tales, he could not help feeling, as he crossed the ground where Flynn lay, staked and discarded, six feet below, that something evil had been let loose that night, and that it would not pass without some tragedy following in its wake.

*****
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By mid-December, all of Hammersmith was alive with rumours of the ghost. At first, it was just a few sightings of something odd-looking, usually around the area of the churchyard, or sometimes in the lanes and fields near to the Black Lion Inn. But as time went on, a new sort of story emerged, of a mysterious figure dressed in white, who would jump out at innocent people making their way along the roads at night. And the family who now lived in Mrs Flynn’s old house, next to the Plough & Harrow, were heard complaining that some unseen person was throwing stones at their windows most nights, and had even broken one or two.

Some of the stories doing the rounds made the Ghost sound more like some kind of mischief-maker in a white cloak than a mysterious supernatural presence. Indeed, one ghost impersonator had been caught already. The landlord of the White Hart had spotted one of the butcher’s servants wandering around the churchyard in a maidservant’s white clothes; when confronted, he confessed he had taken the clothing of one of the maids simply to tease her by impersonating the ghost in her dress. He got a clip around the ear from the butcher when his master found out. And people were starting to see ghosts where there were none; Thomas Millwood the bricklayer had already been mistaken for it once thanks to the white jacket, white trousers, and white apron that were his work-clothes. 

But on 15th December, things took a stranger turn. A group of servants from the brewhouse were walking through the churchyard around nine o’clock. A frost was forming and they could see their breath filling the night air around them by the light of the lanterns they were carrying.

The men were laughing and joking, asking each other when they thought the fearful Ghost would appear. Thomas Groom, who drove the cart for the brewery, was standing by a large tomb of the sarcophagus-style, with railings all around it; there were four like it in the graveyard. Groom was chuckling quietly to himself, when he glanced up and held up his lantern to see the faces of his friends had quite changed. No one but himself was laughing. They were all staring with expressions of horror and terror at something behind him.

Groom turned and held up his lantern, almost throwing it into the face of the strangest creature he had ever seen. Something roughly the shape of a tall man loomed over him, but it had huge horns on its head. As Groom, transfixed, moved the lantern up and down its body he saw that it also had great cloven feet. It wore only some ragged thing that looked like the hide of a calf, and otherwise its pale skin glowed in the flickering light from the lantern.

Groom’s friends turned and ran. Groom tried to gather his wits together to follow them, but as he turned around the thing grabbed him around the throat with both hands and held him fast. Groom could not raise his voice to cry out, for it was choking him, but he dropped the lantern onto the ground and fought hard, his feet slipping and sliding and scuffling against the railings around the sarcophagus. One of the other brewers’ men heard the noise and realised they were a man down, and he turned back to try to help. Seeing the other man coming, the thing gave Groom a squeeze and a twist around the neck, and let him go. Groom reached out to hit at the thing with his fists, but it escaped. For a moment he thought he felt his hand brush by a big man’s coat, which only left him more baffled, since he was certain he had not seen a coat on the creature only moments before.

The whole group, naturally, fled to the nearest pub, which was the Plough & Harrow. John Graham, Francis Smith, and Thomas Millwood were all sitting near the bar when the brewers’ men threw themselves through the door, telling everyone their story and crying out for Girdler, who was on duty at the other end of the village.

“If your hand hit something that felt like a coat,” said Millwood, “then it probably was a coat. Some rich toff is off to a masquerade ball ahead of the Christmas season, and they took the opportunity of giving you lot a scare. That’s all.”

“There are a lot of people playing oh-so-funny jokes because of these Ghost rumours,” complained Graham. “My apprentices somehow got hold of the old story of Scratching Fanny from Cock Lane from years ago – have you heard if it? The famous fake ghost over in Smithfield? Anyway, they thought faking a haunting was a tremendously funny idea and they have been absolutely terrorising my little daughters by telling them ghost stories all day, and then making scratching noises all night, ever since all of this started. My wife and I cannot sleep, for the girls climb into our bed every night and keep us awake with constant squealing and trembling every time they hear so much as a gust of wind from outside.” Graham finished his beer and slammed his mug on the bar with a fervent call for another.

“I’m telling you, I know what I saw,” insisted Groom. “The thing was unnatural, it was far stronger than a man, and it was not wearing a coat, nor any clothes, nor anything but a calf-skin when I faced it not thirty seconds earlier.”

“It is either a man with a dubious sense of humour,” said Smith, “or it is a demon in the service of the Devil! Your description certainly sounds Hellish. Perhaps it really is not of this world.”

“Why would a demon be hanging around in a churchyard?” demanded Millwood.

“Perhaps it is trying to get in to the church?” said Smith, with a shrug and not much conviction.

“Was Thomas Flynn not buried at the crossroads near the churchyard?” asked Graham.

“What’s that got to do with anything?” said Millwood.

Graham merely shrugged in reply.

“All of this Ghost talk is ridiculous,” huffed Millwood. “My sister Ann is refusing to leave the house after five o’clock from fear – and of what? A few fools in white sheets!”

Exasperated, Millwood drained his tankard and headed for home. The frost was hardening and a mist hung in the air, shrouding the little pools of light that broke the darkness where shop windows were still illuminated, or lanterns had been hung from the buildings.

As he walked down King Street towards the house on Black Lion Lane where he lived with his father, his stepmother, and his sister, a carriage with two rich ladies and a gentleman in the back trundled past. They were laughing and making merry, for they were clearly on their way to a Christmas ball (though not, Millwood noticed, a masquerade). As they passed him, the light from the lanterns on the carriage swung out and across Millwood, bathing him in light for one moment and then plunging him back into darkness the next. The carriage was travelling fairly slowly along the cobbled street, and as they drew up alongside him, the gentleman suddenly leaned out of its window, pointing at Thomas and crying,

“There goes the Ghost!”

The ladies both shrieked and drew themselves back, while the gentleman continued to point and stare at Thomas Millwood.

“Sir!” snapped Millwood. “There are no such things as ghosts! And if you continue to address me so rudely, you’ll feel my very warm-blooded fist in your face!”

The gentleman sat back, looking affronted, but Millwood was saved any further confrontation, as the carriage moved on.

“You must wear a dark coat when you go out at night, Thomas,” his sister Ann chided him when he finally made it home. “The whole village is in an uproar over this supposed Ghost, or demon, or whatever they all think it is. They think they are confronting Satan himself, they will not hesitate to do you harm and by the time they see you in the dark, it will be too late.”

“Nonsense!” snapped Millwood. “I have more faith in my neighbours than that. They will not harm an innocent man because of a silly superstition. And I will not be driven to carrying around great coats for no reason or worrying about changing my clothes several times a day, just because the dark nights have driven them all to the brink of their sanity!”

Ann watched him stomp off into the house, clutching his white jacket to herself before going to hang it up.

The Ghost’s next victim did not merely stop to tell their tale at the Plough & Harrow, but raised a real hue and cry, banging on the doors of every establishment along King Street and around the lanes besides. Francis Smith, John Locke, and John Graham were drinking in the White Hart that night, and were shocked to hear a wave of commotion approaching down the street from the direction of the church.

A coachman Smith had not met before burst into the pub, crying,

“The Ghost! I have been attacked by the Ghost!”

He immediately drew a crowd and quickly, breathlessly, told his story.

“I was driving the stagecoach,” he gasped, “when in the moonlight, I saw a weird creature, all dressed in white, gliding across a meadow near the church. It was clear that it was something evil – no human could have moved like that! It came right up to me and it had bladders, like great footballs, affixed to its shoulders, arms, body, and head, and it rattled a watchman’s rattle at me!”

“Where’s Girdler?” asked Graham with a laugh.

“It is a demon!” cried the coachman. “Come, all of you! We must confront this thing!”

“Must we?” asked Locke plaintively, looking down at his just-refilled tankard of ale.

“Yes, we must,” said Smith firmly, taking Locke’s drink from him and slamming it down on the table. “It is our duty as men of this parish. If it is an evil demon, we will confront it at the house of God and send it back to Hell! And if it is a man playing a joke and terrorising the neighbourhood, then we will apprehend him and bring him before the magistrate for disturbing the peace!”

They all poured out of the pub and traipsed down the street after the coachman, joining gangs of customers from the Black Lion Inn and from the Plough & Harrow who had already been roused and recruited to help. The moonlight sparkled on the winter frost, and a thin layer of snow lay over the cobbles, making them slippery; a few volunteers who had already been in the pubs for a while slipped and fell along the way. But when they reached the churchyard, they saw no sign of the Ghost – only a few very irritated passengers, still sitting in the stagecoach.

“Where have you been, man?” demanded one very well-dressed gentleman, leaning out of the coach window.

The driver explained.

“What nonsense!” exclaimed the gentleman in frustration. “Kindly get back to work immediately, sir! Drive!”

“But where are the horses?!” exclaimed Locke, looking at the stagecoach.

“They were here when I left them!” cried the coachman. “Someone has set them loose! Did you not realise there was a person meddling with the horses?” he asked the gentleman.

“I thought it was you. How was I to know you had run off and abandoned us to go chase a ghost?” replied the gentleman, and he sat back inside the coach and pulled the window closed.

“It’s all right,” called Graham. “I can see them. Look!”

He pointed to the field next to the church, where the horses stood placidly grazing in the moonlight. The coachman forgot all about the ghost in his relief, and the assembled villagers gathered round to help him recover the horses and tie them up once more to the stagecoach.

The Ghost appeared to take a short break for the feast of Christmas Day itself. A few parishioners thought they saw something in the churchyard that evening, but there were no significant sightings, and the devil or demon or miscreant was apparently not bold enough to disturb the birthday of the Lord.

It returned with a vengeance on St Stephen’s Day, however. As the stagecoach rattled past the church around eight o’clock in the evening, a figure dressed in white was seen chasing a young woman who was screaming for help. The four men in the coach were so terrified of the ghost, they remained in their seats and shut their ears until they had either driven far enough to be out of range, or the young lady had stopped screaming. In fact, she had fainted. Several hours later, her friends found her and brought her home, where she took to her bed with a nasty fever.

This was the final straw for the community, and the view that the supposed Ghost was, in fact, a troublemaker from among the living grew. In despair, a group of local landowners joined together to offer a reward of £10 for the capture of the apparent Ghost. But William Girdler was not entirely convinced by this approach.

“Now there’s money involved,” he observed to the other skittle players as he headed out on patrol from the Black Lion Inn on the night of 29th December. “That never makes people behave better.”

*****
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That night, the fog really started to roll in, and the snow began to fall more thickly on the cobbled streets. The fat snowflakes muffled the sound of Girdler’s rattle as he patrolled the streets and the fog curled through his lantern light as he searched the roads and lanes and byways, not entirely sure what he was looking for, but knowing he was watching for something.

He was walking up Black Lion Lane from the direction of the river and the Black Lion Inn, when he heard heavy footsteps pounding down the cobbles of King Street up ahead. Girdler got out his rattle, raised his lantern high and called out,

“Who goes there?”

As he turned out from Black Lion Lane and onto King Street, he heard a gargled scream from up the road, and he was nearly knocked over by the flying figure of a young man who barrelled right into him.

“Girdler! Thank God!” the young man exclaimed, clinging to him with a hand locked around each of Girdler’s arms.

Girdler shoved the young man back to a respectable distance and freed his arms, and looked his assailant over. It was one of John Graham’s apprentices, breathing hard, his eyes wide.

“The Ghost! I saw the Ghost!” the young man gasped.

“Where?” demanded Girdler.

The apprentice pointed wildly up King Street, and Girdler followed the direction of his shaking hand. Lifting his lantern and peering through the fog, as he walked forward he could see a white-shrouded figure standing not far away, near a water pump.

Girdler swung his rattle and left the trembling apprentice standing on the corner as he set off to chase the mysterious figure, his big heavy coat flying out behind him. Through the fog, by the dim light, he could see whoever it was remove a white outer layer and shove it under their coat, and then they ran off into the night. Between the fog and the winter dark, Girdler quickly lost them.

Realising he could not chase someone he could not see, Girdler decided to investigate as best he could. He ducked into the nearest pub, which was the White Hart, brushing past the Christmas greenery decorating the doorway and barging in, snow falling from his shoulders as he moved. There were not many people drinking in the public house that night. Too many were now afraid to walk the streets after dark, and others were relaxing at home, recovering from their Christmas feasts of a few days before. Francis Smith was there, though, since he lived next door and preferred to drink in company, and a few other men from King Street and Black Lion Lane, including John Locke.

“I just chased a supposed ghost halfway down King Street!” said Girdler, exaggerating slightly. “Friends, there was nothing supernatural about whatever this thing was. It took off its white shroud and hid the thing under a perfectly normal coat!”

“It was not wearing calf skin with giant horns, then?” asked Locke with a smile.

“It was not,” confirmed Girdler. “It was a man in a white sheet, nothing more.”

“I saw it, too!” confirmed Smith. “As I was coming out of my house, I could see a white figure of some kind lurking around the top of Black Lion Lane.”

A few more voices were raised in agreement. Apparently, most of the men drinking in the pub that night had seen this white figure prowling around between the White Hart and Black Lion Lane.

“My friends, whoever this is, they have become a public nuisance,” said Girdler. “I’m doing my best to put them off with the rattle and I’ll go after them with my staff if I can get close enough, but I’m only one man, stumbling blindly in the dark.”

“Are you so sure it is just a man?” asked Smith. “I take your point that tonight’s miscreant does not seem like a devil – but think of all the other nights, and all the things this creature has been doing! I think there is something out there that is not a man, but a devil or a demon of some kind, raised up to torture us.”

“I think it’s just a man,” objected John Locke. “Possibly more than one man, as it has appeared so often – if it has been the same person terrorising people for two months, they are very dedicated to their cause! But bear this in mind; no one has actually been hurt.”

“No one has been hurt – yet,” Girdler corrected him, darkly.

“I heard a pregnant woman saw the Ghost in the churchyard just before Christmas and was so terrified she fainted away,” put in the landlord of the White Hart, leaning over the bar. “Her friends found her lying there, hours later, and she was brought home only to die of a fever.”

“She did not die,” said Girdler. “She was frightened and fainted, but she is still alive, to the best of my knowledge.”

“This is my point,” said Locke. “Whoever or whatever this thing is, all it does is frighten, bother, and annoy people. It loosed the horses of the stagecoach a few weeks ago, but they were all recovered. I am not sure this person is even committing a crime, much less torturing anyone.”

“Perhaps,” said Girdler slowly. “But I confess, Locke, I have a bad feeling about all this. My gut is telling me that whatever is going on, it will not end well. Someone is going to get hurt – and badly – unless we put a stop to all this nonsense.”

A tankard that was standing on the end of bar suddenly toppled, though no one had gone near it to touch it. All the men present watched as it rolled slowly along the bar before eventually falling to the floor.

“Whether it be a man or a devil, this thing is a public nuisance,” said Smith. “I will not leave you to fight it alone, Girdler. I have a shotgun I use for pigeon shooting. I will patrol the streets at night, just as you do, with my shotgun ready, until we have caught or chased off this thing.”

“How exactly do you imagine you are going to shoot a ghost with a gun?” demanded Locke.

“I believe this thing is a demon,” said Smith firmly. “And a demon has a physical form. I intend to send it back to Hell, from whence it came!”

Meanwhile, out in the midnight fog, John Graham tucked his white sheet under his big winter coat and walked home. His apprentice had sounded wonderfully terrified when he screamed. Graham had even managed to catch the look on the young man’s face when he jumped out at him, in the light from the pub, and he was very pleased to see how shocked and startled the young troublemaker seemed to be. Graham was quietly confident that his children would hear no more scratching in the night.

*****
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On the night of 3rd January, with most of the village trying to forget the Ghost and prepare for the culmination of their Christmas celebrations on the Twelfth Night two days later, Smith met with Girdler outside the White Hart. They performed the same routine they had done every night since 30th December. They agreed their plan of action for the night; Girdler would patrol the area of the churchyard, where all the trouble had begun, while Smith would patrol King Street in the vicinity of Black Lion Lane, where the Ghost had often been seen of late.

“And if I hear or see someone coming,” Smith confirmed as usual, “I will call, ‘Friend! Who comes there?’ And if it is you, you will answer, ‘Advance, friend,’ and I will do the same if you encounter me.”

“Agreed,” said Girdler, and he marched up King Street towards the churchyard and the crossroads, swinging his rattle.

At home, Thomas and Ann Millwood were also having a familiar and often-repeated conversation.

“Thomas, I wish you would not go out to town tonight,” Ann told him, watching him put his shoes on at about ten o’clock that night. “I really feel very strongly that you should not go out of that door.” She gestured to the front door to emphasise her point.

“Ann, I cannot live my life governed by your mysterious feelings,” grumbled Thomas.

“It is more than a feeling,” protested Ann. “But if that does not move you, think practically. There is so much tension on the streets at night these past two months. It is bound to boil over into real trouble sooner or later. You would be much safer staying in the house.”
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