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For The Wife Woman, for enduring my strangeness for the past 37 years





Introduction: Even the Language is Strange

It's a strange place, England. It occupies much of the southern two-thirds of the island of Great Britain, with a world-class capital in London, a host of vibrant cities and a history that stretches as far back as Stonehenge and probably further. Yet people see the epitome of Englishness as a fondness for quaint little villages of thatched cottages, cricket games on the village green, tea at the Vicarage and a quiet pint of beer at the local public house. All of which is good, except that the little villages will undoubtedly have a history of smugglers or highwaymen and the pub will invariably have a ghost or two. England is like that.

England is a thrusting country that wraps itself in its past, a place where grim castles built by Norman conquerors now sit at peace in some of the loveliest countryside anywhere. It is a country where the ghosts of Empire glide across a land crossed by six-lane motorways and the maritime past is remembered in coastal towns boasting expensive housing. It is a country of constant oxymorons, a green land of industry, and a quaint land of monsters and welcoming museums where smiling curators will guide visitors through a history as savage as any in the world.

Possibly the strangest thing about England is the fact that some English people do not know its borders. There are some who confuse England with Great Britain and use the terms indiscriminately. As a major part of the political union of Great Britain, England has much to be proud of without trying to lay claim to the other British nations as well. It is also strange that some call it an island nation when England is not an island. It has land borders with Wales and Scotland. How strange is that? So for clarification: England is a country of some 55 million people and part of a political union that comprises Scotland, Wales England and Northern Ireland. These are four countries that share a queen and a parliament. This book is only about England and not the others.

There: that's that said, so it's time to get on with the writing.

The nation of England is scarcely over eleven hundred years old. Before that, it was a patchwork of little kingdoms, most of which have been blotted from memory so even academics would have trouble working out where the boundaries were. When the Romans invaded the British Isles in 43 AD, England did not exist. The English were still pagan tribesmen in far-off Germania, having not yet surged westward to invade Britain. The old British tribes had names such as Brigantes, Iceni and Cornovii (from which latter tribe we can recognise Cornwall). After the withdrawal of Rome, and the invasion of the Germanic tribes of Angles, Jutes and Saxons from continental Europe in the sixth century, individual warlords carved out small mini-kingdoms. Many of these are now counties or recognisable areas: Sussex, the land of the South Saxons, Essex, the land of the East Saxons, East Anglia where the East Angles were, Northumberland, the land north of the Humber. Others, such as Deira, Lindsey and Bernicia have faded from memory.

Mergers and conquest led to the formation of larger Angle or Saxon kingdoms, such as Wessex, home of the West Saxons, Mercia, ruled by the pagan Penda, while the indigenous British strived to hold onto their lands in the face of the merciless invaders. There was Cumbria, where the Cymric-speaking Britons lived, and Rheged around the shores of the Solway. There was also the less obvious divides, one of which was the River Parrett in Somerset. This river was the agreed boundary between the pixies and the fairies. On the west were the pixies, these red-haired, broad-faced creatures with green clothes who stole horses and enticed travellers off their paths, while to the west were the fairies, mythical creatures whom it was best to avoid. In early England, it was sometimes difficult to know where legend and myth end and where history begins.

Take King Arthur for instance. To some, he is an English folk-hero, to others the chivalric knight in Malory's Le Morte D'Arthur while those historians who believe he existed – and the jury is still out on that – think he was an indigenous British warlord battling against the tide of English invasion. Even where he operated is unclear; it may have been the English West Country, middle England, North West England or out of England completely in Wales or southern Scotland. It is strange to think that historians cannot accurately place such an iconic character as King Arthur. It is also intriguing, just one mystery in a land of strangeness.

Another strange thing is the food of the nation. Continentals have scorned English food in the recent past, yet only a couple of hundred years ago each region of the country had local fare that was both unique and worth sampling. The jellied eels of Thames-side London should be well known, while Lancashire hot-pot, Cornish pasties and Yorkshire puddings are still famous. But birds were also once eaten, with woodcock, snipe, plover and great bustards on the bills-of-fare of many eighteenth and nineteenth century inns, and boars, hare and venison were fairly standard. Add little-known fish delicacies such as elvers and lampreys, pike, chub and carp, and today's menus seem dull in comparison. Even worse; Cambridge brawn, Somerset laver, Banbury cheese and Kentish huffkins are hardly known now; what delicacies have been lost in the progress of time.

These are only some aspects of a country riddled with the strange and the curious, from haunted places and traditions that go back centuries, with memories of some extraordinary people and events and with sports and games that stretch credulity. For example, there was one of the most famous mass murderers in history in Jack the Ripper, there are the world black-pudding throwing championships, and there is a screaming skull that refuses to leave its home. There was the Mad Major who rehearsed his own funeral and Springheeled Jack who bounced around the countryside terrorising people.

Despite all the strangeness, England has given some wonderful things to the world. As well as parliamentary democracy, cricket and rugby, one of the great gifts that England had bestowed on humanity is the English language. It is an international language used by businesses the world over and is capable of tremendous flexibility. From the northernmost tip of Canada to South Island New Zealand and from Shetland to the Falkland Islands, England is spoken and understood by millions. But just how English is the English language?

The base is English of course or rather Anglo-Saxon from the Germanic tribes that invaded Britain in the sixth and seventh centuries AD and made the southern and eastern part of the British Isles their own. However many of the words that are in daily use have been added through time and reveal the journey that the English people have made from Germanic invader of the Celtic lands to a permanent nation- state, trading nation, part of the United Kingdom, headquarters of Imperial Britain and then back to a portion of Britain. The language is a picture of progress that offers a fascinating insight into the history of a people.

We will look at some English words first. Take the word know for instance. Have you ever wondered why there is a silent 'k' at the beginning? That is because the original word was kenow. In the northern part of the Anglo-Saxon world the second half, the ow sound was dropped, and the word became ken while in the southern part the e was dropped and the word became know. Not many people kenow those facts.

Or how about the quaint old ye for the? From where does that come? Well – it comes from English itself. In Early Modern English, scribes frequently recorded the word the as þe with þ being a no-longer-used Old English letter called thorn, a simple single character for the 'th' sound. When people put the letters into print þ and y look very similar and were often mixed up. So that explains that.

Other so-called English words have entered the language from other languages and countries. Smashing and clan come from Gaelic either through the English colonial attempts in Ireland or the influence of Highland Scots. Other words also have Gaelic origins such as slogan, the war cry of a particular clan. Lowland Scotland also gave blackmail – which meant payment by cattle rather than by cash – and feud, a minor war between families or clans. Galore is another Gaelic word often used in English and less obviously, so is trousers, which has replaced the old- fashioned word breeches in English.

Others come from further afield in the days of empire.

For example, when the English settlers and traders mingled with the Inuit of eastern Canada they adopted local words which later eased into the English language without demur. That is how terms such as kayak and parka eased into everyday use. Centuries of association with the Native Americans brought moccasin and canoe, as well as names for well-known vegetables and fruit such as potato and tomato, with maize added to taste. Potatoes are so much part of English culture it is hard to imagine life without bangers and mash, or fish and chips, yet both would be impossible without the overseas connection. Another traditional English habit, although less common nowadays, is drinking cocoa, which is also a Native American word as is the more sinister cocaine. Although some people may think that barbecue is an Australian word, it is from Central America, as is cannibal, from the Carib people who gave their name to the Caribbean. Less obvious is the word shack, now meaning a slightly run-down hut. The English language becomes less English by the word!

Of all the places from trade and empire, perhaps it is India that has provided most words that we now accept as English. The words from that sub-continent are varied and many. For example, an avatar is in frequent use yet its first meaning was from Hindi and was a deity from heaven. In daily use is the word bungalow, which is the Hindi word for a house 'in the Bengal style' with a single storey. Other words we frequently use, and without thought, but which came from India include pyjamas, shampoo and chutney (which was the Urdu word to crush), with the obvious addition of curry. All are now as much part of the English language as the French words bouquet, brunette, café, debacle, entrepreneur and reservoir.

Perhaps less obviously Indian is the word dinghy, a small boat, which passed into English together with the word jungle, meaning wilderness. And very few people would realise that loot is another Urdu word, again having retained nearly its original meaning of 'to steal'. The Hindu word yoga has entirely retained its original meaning, while cot has altered only slightly from its correct designation of a hammock. Another Indian importee is the word thug from the religion of thag or thugee that saw one particular religious sect strangling and dismembering travellers in the name of their god. Today the word has become debased and means a mindless, brutal and violent person.

While it would not be hard to guess that bazaar is an Indian word, few would know that pundit is from Urdu; all these sports pundits are labelled with a foreign language while many of them struggle with basic English! Toddy sounds more Scottish than Indian – nothing like a hot toddy with whisky, hot water and honey to fight a sore throat and the onset of a cold.

Trade with China and perhaps missionary work or the occupation of Hong Kong saw the introduction of a number of Chinese words into English. Some are obvious such as silk and tea, the latter which also become a staple of English society, while ketchup is a substance spattered on fish and chips without the user being aware of the oriental origins of the word. Tycoon and typhoon also come from China.

Africa has also given its quota of words such as banana and the less obvious cola, while few people will not be aware of zombies in film and literature. The word trek came from the Boer settlers in South Africa, another area of colonisation. This word has not altered its meaning much.

With all these words and many more prevalent in the language we speak, it is strange that it is known as English and not as International. On the other hand, such a fusion of words proves the viability and dynamism of the language and shows yet again why English is spoken so widely throughout the world.

To take things one step further, from where do our common expressions come? The things we say each day without thinking? Well, they originated in different places, from occupations and work, warfare and daily events. There are too many to repeat them all, but a few examples will give a flavour of the depth of history that common everyday expressions hide.

For example rummaging and the coast is clear are from the days of smuggling, with the customs officers rummaging through ships to search for contraband and smugglers looking out for revenue cutters before landing their illicit goods. Of course, the old sailing navy brought a whole host of terms from to swing a cat to three sheets in the wind. The cat in question was of the cat-o-nine-tails variety and not the four-legged purring type, while people three sheets in the wind are drunk and unsteady, as any vessel would be if she had three sheets in that condition. Many people will know the old expression cold enough to freeze the balls off a brass monkey yet few will know from where it originates. The initial image that may spring to mind is a very uncomfortable looking monkey with his hands tightly folded in front of itself and an expression of intense anguish on his little face. However, the reality is somewhat different.

In the old days of a sail-powered navy, Royal Navy ships protected the whaling vessels in the Arctic Ocean and also conveyed merchant vessels to and from the Baltic. The Royal Navy ships carried cannon, which fired iron balls. The Navy stored these cannonballs in a contraption known as a monkey. In the case of a flagship – the vessel of a commodore or above – the monkeys could be made of brass. Now brass does not shrink with the cold but iron does, so when the weather was bitterly cold the iron cannon balls could contract and slip between the brass bars of the monkey, so making it cold enough to freeze the balls off a brass monkey. Nothing crude at all!

One expression which people seldom use now is son of a gun yet at one time it was fairly common. It also comes from the days of the old sailing navy. Warships in Nelson's time, and for decades before and after, did not only carry men. Most would have a quota of women on board as well, the wives of petty officers and specialists such as carpenters, sailmakers and the like. Inevitably with women and men together, some women would fall pregnant on the voyage and would have to give birth on board. This perilous operation would take place behind a canvas screen, next to the midships cannon and if the father was unknown, the child would become a son of a gun.

The term blazer meaning a bright jacket comes from HMS Blazer, whose commander issued his men with striped jackets to wear, while clear the decks was to get rid of any extraneous material so the ship could fight more efficiently. How about turning a blind eye? Blame Admiral Nelson for that one when he put his telescope to his blind eye at the battle of Copenhagen and pretended he did not see a signal ordering him not to engage. He did engage and won the battle. There are many more such phrases from the days of sail.

All sorts of activities have added to the fund of expressions used in the English language. The phrase gone west meaning to die is said to come from the direction in which convicted criminals were transported to the gallows at Tyburn for the hangman to string them up. Bite the bullet comes from wounded men in war before the use of anaesthetic when the only way to fight the agony of amputation or other surgical operations was to bite on a leather belt or a lead musket ball. Mad as a hatter means just that: hatters used mercury in their trade and the resulting poisoning made them foul-tempered and shy. Barking up the wrong tree was a hunting expression when a pack of dogs treed the quarry but gathered around the trunk of a different tree.

Bury the hatchet comes from the negotiations between British colonists and Native Americans who would literally bury their hatchets – their weapons – to show their peaceful intentions. Caught red-handed – well that comes from the middle ages when the landed gentry forbade anybody except themselves from hunting on their land. An ordinary man caught with the blood from a poached animal still in his hands could expect an extreme penalty. Another medieval saying is to let your hair down, when the ladies of the castles could finally relax and undo their elaborate hair-dos.

How about the expression beyond the pale? That comes from the English occupation of Ireland. The English conquered the area around Dublin and erected a fence, a paling, to mark where their territory ended, and that of the Wild Irish – or free Irish - began. Beyond this pale was land controlled by the Irish clans and therefore dangerous to the English invaders. Finally, there is the old statement a flash in the pan, meaning a one-off that did not lead to anything. That comes from the old flintlock muskets when the flint ignited a trail of gunpowder that led to the charge that propelled the lead ball. If the powder in the pan merely flashed without igniting the trail to the ball, the musket did not fire.

Some expressions have been lost, which may not be a bad thing. Is there a modern criminal who could match the highwayman's cheerful: 'you suffocated dogs-in-doublets and sodomitical sons of bitches – hand over your cash?'

All these words and expressions show something from the history of the strange country of England. They reveal the history and traditions but only hint at the genuine strangeness that permeates every town, every county and nearly every day of life in Strange England. Read on…







Chapter One: Strange Ghosty Things

Ghost stories are always popular, and England has more than its share. After all, one of the world's most famous ghost stories, Dicken's A Christmas Carol: A Ghost Story of Christmas was published as early as 1843, while that other English writer, William Shakespeare, introduces a ghost in Hamlet. From the stern islands off Northumberland to the wind-battered coasts of Cornwall, from the fells of Cumbria to the gentle downland and hushing seas of the south, England can boast of its ghosts. As it would take an encyclopaedia to catalogue them all, this chapter will relate only a representative sample.

Situated nearly at the furthermost point of Northern England, Lindisfarne, or Holy Island is a place that would be unique in whichever country it blessed. This tidal island with its priory and mediaeval castle is a mecca for tourists who come for the unique atmosphere, the cosy little hotels and the famous Lindisfarne Mead. Some also visit to experience the history and a few may even hope to meet the ghosts, of which there are many.

The priory in Lindisfarne is in ruins now but once it shone as a beacon of Christian hope in a very dark world of paganism and brutality. In 635 AD Aidan from the Scottish island of Iona founded this holy place. His mission was to spread Christianity to the Woden-worshipers of Anglian Northumberland – the land north of the Humber River. On Aidan's death, St Cuthbert from Melrose in the Scottish Borders took over. There are many tales about Cuthbert, including the time he sought solitude in the Farne Islands only to find them infested with noisy goblins. The saint sent them to the offshore islets, but the noises continued and the goblins resorted to riding on goats. However, Cuthbert persisted with his prayers, befriending seals and the odd sea monster while his fellow monks from Lindisfarne spread the word of God. Apparently, Cuthbert was the first to find the causeway to Lindisfarne while the socket of his cross, the Petting Stone, was so blessed that newlywed couples jumped over it to ensure a happy marriage.

Being peaceful and relatively wealthy Holy Island naturally became a target for raiding Norsemen. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle for 793 reads like this:

This year came dreadful fore-warnings over the land of the Northumbrians, terrifying the people most woefully: these were immense sheets of light rushing through the air, and whirlwinds, and fiery dragons flying across the firmament. These tremendous tokens were soon followed by a great famine: and not long after, on the sixth day before the ides of January in the same year, the harrowing inroads of heathen men made lamentable havoc in the church of God in Holy-island, by rapine and slaughter.

The Norse came by the ship-load with sword and steel, fire and murder. The monks had no chance against professional sea-raiders, and they withdrew, leaving the island to the seagulls and questing seals. For decade after decade, the wind held dominion over the holy island as the dragon-ships slid by on their quest for gold and glory. The essence of the saints remained, gliding over the sea-polished shingle as they watched the light they had started flicker and fade, and then gleam again in a candle-glitter among the blood-dark of the Middle Ages.

In 1082 with the long swords and plunging lances of William of Normandy's knights, conquering Saxon England, Christianity returned to Lindisfarne in the shape of Benedictine monks. A priory was built stone by precious stone, and the light of hope shone once more across the tossing seas of the north. Generations of the devout and the pious walked here and the music of prayer mingled with the call of seabirds and the sonorous hush of the waves. Some, however, were reluctant to leave and remained even after death, with their spirits merging with the grey stones.

As well as the priory, the island has a castle, presumably created in an attempt to guard the island from pirates or predatory Scots, for Lindisfarne is only a few miles south of the much-disputed Border between England and Scotland. Unlike the priory, the castle is intact, with the owners restoring it as recently as 1902. It sits on a prominent rock above the shore, a dominant presence in the outline of the island and a target for visitors.

So much for geography and history; how about the strange part? It would be unusual if there were no ghosts in such a place. Arguably the best known is the spirit of St Cuthbert, who drifts around the shattered remnants of the priory and wanders along the shore close to the castle. There is said to be one particular stone slab on which he stands in the priory, but disagreement about exactly which stone this is. The best time to see the restless saint is when a high tide washes the long beaches and a full moon acts as nature's lantern in these vast, cool skies. Even if one does not see the ghost, such a night brings tremendous beauty to the island so the expedition will never be a waste of time.

The moon may shine on St Cuthbert or on the ghostly hound that also prowls the ruins and occasionally lunges at tourists. Although there have no reports of anybody being killed or even severely bitten it may be an idea to carry a few biscuits in case this canine ghost is hungry. There is said to be another monk on or near the tidal causeway that leads to the mainland. Either he lost the road and was caught by the rising tide, or he is watching for somebody coming to the island. Either way, he is harmless.

There are even more monks at the priory, including one who walks through a wall, which is always a trick worth seeing, but most stories come back to St Cuthbert. He can be heard on dark nights while the wind whistles through the battered remains of the priory and the sea crashes against the rocky shore. Listen for him hammering on the stones, making Cuddy's beads –or St Cuthbert's Beads to give them an official name. The wearer of these beads will carry the saint's blessing.

St Cuthbert's ghost has been around a long time. When King Alfred – he of the burnt cakes- was a fugitive in Northumberland, a long way from his Wessex home, he bumped into Cuthbert, who assured him that he would eventually gain victory and gain the kingship of England. Every schoolboy knows that Alfred became great and did plant his regal posterior on the throne, but only of Wessex, not of all England for the Danes ruled the northern half. Still, even saints can't be right all the time.

The castle at Lindisfarne also has a ghost, of course. There is a spectral soldier still at the post he has occupied since the 1640s when he was part of the Royalist garrison holding the castle against Cromwell's Roundheads. Other versions say that the ghost was one of Cromwell's men. Perhaps somebody can clear up the mystery by asking the lonely sentinel, whose tour of duty should surely end soon.

The island is also the home of a ghostly nun with the lovely name of Constance de Beverley. According to legend, she fell in love with a soldier, which was not allowed, and she was either executed for her crime or was so distraught at being torn between her faith and her humanity that she can never find rest. Either way, visitors can sometimes meet her roaming through the nights.

Naturally, there is more to Lindisfarne than just a few ghosts. This holiest of all English islands was also a fishing station and used to profit from tragedy. When storms forced ships onto the rocks, the locals liked nothing more than to plunder the wrecks. One local man told me that when an eighteenth-century minister used to pray, he asked the Lord that if he must create shipwrecks, could he please send them in his direction. A strange request for a man of God.

This northern section of England can lay claim to a plethora of fascinating spirits, which is not at all surprising given its history. One of the most distinctive of Northumberland's, indeed England's ancient monuments is Hadrian's Wall, built from AD 122 by the Romans to keep out the untamed tribes from the North, or perhaps to keep the unhappy natives from the South within Rome's peace. Either way, this marvel of ancient military engineering is haunted.

High above the seventy-three mile long Wall, the unlucky may see a host of something searching for human souls. These things, animals, spirits or a mixture of both, are known as the Wild Hunt and are seen or heard or felt the length and breadth of England. The Hunt above Hadrian's Wall seems to have no description but is obviously best avoided. This Wild Hunt also passes by Haltwhistle on occasion and apparently makes dogs and cats most upset.

More tangible, or more often seen, is the Roman soldier who remains on guard at Milecastle 42, perhaps better known as Cawfields Milecastle. The Romans built these milecastles at regular intervals along the wall as patrol bases or resting posts for sentries. Imagine coming from North Africa or Southern Italy and ending up patrolling this wall in a Northumberland winter: the sentries would be in utter misery as they huddled from the biting northern wind and stared into the misty hill-country where the un-tamed Picts lived. To men from the sun-kissed south, the Wall must have seemed like the last outpost on Earth.

The soldier in Milecastle 42 has not yet returned home although he has long been a time-expired man. He is seen in daylight, hovering around sixteen feet above ground, which was the level of the wall when the legions were on patrol. There is a story attached that claims his name is Lucius and he fell in love with a local British girl. However, although she seemed to return his affection, she was fickle and used their relationship to enable her brother to smuggle goods over the border to the free lands of the north. Eventually, the Romans captured the brother, and the story came out. Realising that his lover was false, Lucius committed suicide and was doomed to guard forever the borders of an Empire that has long since ceased to exist.

Romans haunt other parts of England too, with an entire legion seen marching near Bleaklow Hill in Derbyshire. Perhaps they are relieving the garrison of the old Roman Forts at Glossop and Brough, or some unkind general sent them on a route-march for some minor misdemeanour. Every bit as entertaining is the Roman soldier who marches at Wroxham in Norfolk. People have seen him in spring, summer and autumn although never in winter. He is an authoritarian ghost who may command the watcher to disappear, which would be a pity, for this particular Roman is only the precursor of a whole circus that includes gladiators, chariots, lions and slaves, all on their eternal journey to the arena the Romans built in this area. Kenchester in Herefordshire is another place where Roman soldiers are still on the march, and sometimes even stop to camp. The Roman Empire may have long withdrawn from the green fields of England, but many of its guardians seem reluctant to return home.

To return to the north, not far from Hadrian's Wall at Haltwhistle is Bellister Castle. A 'grey man' haunts this castle, and legend claims that he was a harper. According to the story, the man was a wandering minstrel who sat in a corner and played his harp.

Walter Scott's Lay of the Last Minster comes to mind:

 

The way was long, the wind was cold,

The Minstrel was infirm and old

 

However, in this occasion, the place was so unfriendly that the harper decided to leave early, which made the Lord of Bellister think he was a spy. Sending his dogs after the minstrel, His Lordship watched as they tore the innocent man to pieces. His screams are still sometimes heard, together with the growling and baying of the dogs. If the ghost is not grisly enough, then visitors to the castle can peruse the old sycamore in the garden, where supporters of King Charles I hanged their Roundhead enemies during the Civil War of the seventeenth century.

Not surprisingly given the history of the area, northern England holds many haunted castles. One ghost with a slightly more concrete story is that is Archie Armstrong. In the sixteenth century, the old Border between England and Scotland was a turbulent place, with the so-called Riding Families of both nations indulging in reiving and feuding. Both these activities could involve men from either side of the Border, and the raids could be directed into Scotland or against England. Of all the Border reiving surnames, the Armstrongs were amongst the most notorious, able to raise as many as three thousand men when pushed. Their main base was Liddesdale on the Scottish side of the Border although they were an international family with branches in England as well.

One of these wild men from Liddesdale, Archie Armstrong had a reputation for extreme lawlessness. Tynedale was a favourite hunting ground, and on one fatal occasion Sir Thomas Swinburne of Haughton Castle captured Archie and threw him into a dungeon. Swinburne made sure he was well locked up and then left to meet Cardinal Wolsey in York. Unfortunately, he carried the dungeon key with him, and when he returned, Archie Armstrong had starved to death.

By the time Swinburne opened the door, Armstrong was already dead and had gnawed at his arm in his desperate hunger. Ever since then, Armstrong's ghost has haunted Haughton, with terrible screams coming from the dungeon where he died. However, that is not the end of the story.

When the ghost's yelling got too disturbing, the lord of the castle sent for a priest, who performed an exorcism. Archie's ghost departed, and the priest left a black leather- covered Bible as surety that it did not return. For many years the castle remained peaceful, and then the Bible, old and battered was removed to be re-bound. That was not a good idea as the screaming and yelling began again. It was so obvious that Archie Armstrong was not at peace that the lord of the castle returned the Bible, and since then the dungeon has been quiet.

Armstrong is not the only screaming ghost in England. There is another much further south in Bettiscombe Manor near Lyme Regis in Dorset. The story here is complicated and, as often happens, there is more than one version.

The original story seems to jog along like this:

King James II was an unpopular monarch because of his Catholicism at a time that the vast majority of people were Protestant. In 1685 the Duke of Monmouth led a revolt against the king in the West Country, with the lord of Bettiscombe Manor, a man with the charming name of Azariah Pinney, in full support. The revolt failed, and an unkind judge banished Pinney, who we will meet again in a later chapter, to the sugar islands of the Caribbean. That may not sound like much of a punishment, but at that time the West Indies were extremely unhealthy with tropical diseases for which there was as yet no cure. Pinney flourished and came home a wealthy man, bringing with him one of his slaves.

The slave was most likely an African but could have been a native of the Caribbean islands – accounts differ. It appears that the climate of England did not agree with him and he sickened. When he was close to death, he requested that Pinney should return his body to his native home. Would that be the Caribbean or Africa, one wonders? Some versions of the story say that he said if Pinney failed to return the slave's body, there would be a curse on Bettiscombe. Shortly before the slave died, Pinney agreed that he would fulfil his request.

Despite his promise, Pinney had the slave buried in the local churchyard, a long way from his home. That proved to be a big mistake, for the dead slave immediately began to scream and moan from his grave. Naturally, the local population were upset and asked Pinney to do something about it – quickly. He responded by having the body dug up and placed in a loft in the manor house. In time it decomposed until only the skull remained, or perhaps the rest of the body was indeed shipped home to be buried.

The skull began to scream. Every time somebody carried it out of the house, it emitted a terrible noise and was hurried back inside again. Different people tried various methods of getting rid of the skull. One man threw it into a pond and hoped that would cure the noises. He was wrong; all night yells and screams resounded around him so he could not sleep. The next day he dredged the pond for the skull and replaced it inside the house. The screams ended at once.

Even with the skull in place, strange things happen. One night each year a phantom coach is seen racing from the manor to the churchyard, known as the 'funeral procession of the skull'.

When brave volunteers have tried to sleep in the same room as the skull, they all report terrible nightmares and apparently nobody has gone back a second time. Only the owners of the house are unconcerned; they keep the skull in a dedicated box and accept it as part of the house.

There are other stories around this noisy object, true, false and perhaps a mixture of both. One says that the slave and Pinney had a fight and when both men finished battering each other, the only fragment of either man was the skull; nobody knew whose skull it was. Another story states that in the 1960s an archaeologist named Michael Pinney owned Bettiscombe and he asked a pathologist to have a look at the skull. The pathologist proclaimed that the skull did not belong to a black male but to a local female who died between 1000 and 2000 BC. She was already in the area she belonged and may have been immersed in water for many hundreds of years. That brought out another theory that could be even more disturbing.

Long before Christianity, skulls were placed in prominent positions including being used as offerings to water spirits in sacred pools, rivers and wells. According to legend, people should treat these remains with care, even devotion and in return would protect the locals. So if the local population cares for the skull, it will return the favour.

There is yet another story connected to this screaming relic. According to legend, one house owner tried to rid the house of the curse of the skull by burying it. He dug a deep hole in the ground, placed the skull at the bottom and filled it back up. Slightly apprehensive, he went to bed, wondering if his sleep would be disturbed. He was not: the house was peaceful through the hours of darkness. Next morning he was in the garden to see the thing grinning at him from the top of the hole. Now that is a strange way for any self-respecting skull to behave. As far as I am aware, the skull remains in Bettiscombe.

Staying in the South, Bodmin Jail in Cornwall is said to have a scary number of ghosts. However bright the weather outside, the prison is a forbidding place with a dank and cheerless atmosphere that must have further depressed the feelings of the prisoners. The jail was built around 1779 and remained in use until the twentieth century. During that time at least sixty people were hanged here including Selina Wadge who threw her disabled son Harry into a well. Her ghost remains to plead for forgiveness from young children. There was also a hangman who made money on the side for cutting his execution ropes into fragments and selling the pieces to those who had a ghoulish nature. I wonder what happened to all the odd scraps of rope. Are they still sitting in attics and drawers the length and breadth of England, or has a succession of tidy wives long-since consigned them to the bin, where they belong? And that brings another possibility to mind: how many of the fragments were genuine and how many ghoulish collectors have hoarded lengths of rope that never saw a hanging and were only used to tie up a ship or a canal barge?

Selina Wadge may be the female ghost that walks around outside the jail while the people who work here have reported empty cells to have prisoners inside, staring out at them. The wandering woman may sometimes sneak into the jail, for children have claimed that a woman in the lower level has tried to grab them and then disappeared. Some of the cells have a shockingly oppressive atmosphere that depresses the spirits of even casual visitors.

Remaining in the south but moving eastward to Kent, there is the village of Pluckley, near Ashford, said to be the most haunted in all of England. There is no doubt that this picturesque village has its share of ghosts, with a Victorian lady, a weird light, a perforated highwayman and a wood haunted by unearthly screams. There is also a ghostly headmaster, surely the worst kind of nightmare for most school pupils. Living headmasters are bad enough for anybody.

As in many English villages, the church is as central to the community as it seems to be central to the local ghostly world. This church has a knocking sound at night, accompanied by a strange flickering light. Local legend claims that the light is a manifestation of Lady Dering who lived in the eleventh century.

That brings up some confusion, for there seem to be two ladies that haunt the area of St Nicholas's Church. One is red and the other white. According to one of the legends, the White Lady married Lord Dering, the landowner and they were much in love. When the lady died, her husband enclosed her in four separate coffins, one of oak and three of lead, so she retained her beauty and did not decompose.

Some accounts say similar things about the Red Lady. Others say the two were both ladies of the manor and may have been related, perhaps a mother and daughter or even sisters. It is unusual to have two spirits of different colours haunting the same house, but many strange things happen in England. The stories about the Red Lady have the addition that a red rose was lovingly placed in her coffin when she died, hence her different colouring. Where the accounts do agree, they say she is a sad ghost who searches the graveyard looking for her stillborn child.
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