SPECT

DR PAUL LEE shares the results of a survey he undertook into the UK's haunted sites, and paints a
depressing picture of disappearing spooks, over-hyped accounts of paranormal activity and greedy ghost
hunting groups charging the public inflated fees.

gfore the advent of popular
relevisual forays into ghost
hunting in theearly 200Hs
(see FT342:54-55), investi-
gations imto the nature of
shosts were confined to a refatively small
mmber of teams across the globe. Ghost
hunters were happy to sitin the darkness,
clutching their thermometers, cameras,
notepads and tape necorders, and record
the smallest ocoorsence, hoping o obtain
a chueor proof of survival, with the conten
tious issue of ‘orbs” being the only thing ro
disrurb the statos que
Then everything changed, Groups, pre-
armed with eonlivmation bias, would enter
reputedhy haunted locations expecting 1o
find ghosts - and in nearly cvery instance,
that is exactly what they discovered. The
srnallest sound, sensation or incident, nor-
mally ipriored in any other location, would
e presented as “compelling proof” of
ghosts. Vague shapes would be published
in papers; the word ‘pareidolia’ was never
uttered, Press reports veered into the term-
tory of pure hunkem: a ]{]1010 said 1o show
“The Green Lady’ in Glasgow’s Scotia Bar
rurned out 1o be the light of an exit stz

rwn out-of-Focus shapes in Liverpool’s Adelphi

Hotel were compared to the spooky twins in
The Shining... until it was pointed out that ic
was a anap of some fire extinguishers.

SHOW ME THE EVIDENCE!

Coincident with this boom in credulity was
the adogption of codswallop conraptions, The
appearances of @ new, untested gadgetin a
TV showwas all the endorsement reqguired,
and no thought was given as po s suirabil-
ity for ghost hunting, A familiar part of the
ghost hunters arsenal is the EMF meter, bur
some makes are susceptible 1o interference
from mobile phones and leaky microwave

ovens: the results they give can also be highly

dependent on how they ane held —and yet
we see them heing waved around like
sparklers.

EVFE ar elegtronic voice phenom-
ena, are the aural equivalent of
orbs, and vsually submerged inan
overarching mass of noise. Plenty
of perseverance (not to menion
imaginamon) is required to discern
anything, In an example of “lead-
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LEFT: “Spooky twins" straight cut of The Shining
photographed in Liverpool's Adelpil Hotel; they
tusmed cul to be 2 pair of fira exiinguishers.,
BELOW: Telmdsion shows tike Gigst Hurders have
bralped sales of ghest hunting gadgets like the
EMFmetir shawn 2t bottomn keft.

it the witness”, penple are told whar they
are expected to hear belore the recording
is played back, and of course there is then
agreement, repardicss of the claricy, Tde-
ally, people should record their observa-
tiems independently of one another. These
recordings shoald not e considered as
evidence uniess they are crystal clear and
no trace of contamination by interference
can be derected, but usually there isan
absence of critical analysis and the EVEs
are simply accepred. There are cases on
TV where ‘researchers’ are shown ma.
nipulating andio software until something
coherent is obtained. One wonders if the
opemtor has any training in aconstics, as
the impression is that the various controls
are operated quite randomly. This does nor
inspire confidence that the final results
are genuinely paranormal.
T short, there is no point using equipment
if there is no appreciation for how it s 1o be
used, how it works or even how it might pro-
duce false positives. Amateur groups simply
assumeé that their equipment 15 free from
faws, even if it is used ina manner for which
it was not designed.
These groups of ‘Most Haunted Wannabes’




are almost entirely medium- or psychic-led,
everything else being window dressing.

But hiow much verification is performed

on the resultant utterances, assuming that
they derive from means other than normal
research techniques? How much of the infor-
mation is simply accepted as factual® Tsita
matter of people preferring the mystically
obtained information over the provenance of
actual historical documentation? And how
much is pure fraud like the notorious Derek
Akorah™Ereed KEafer’ incidemt? { For the full
story of Alorah’s *possession’ by an entirely
fictitious spirnt, see FT390:24-25)

Kot too far from where 1 live is Bircham
Newton, where three dead airmen are said to
reunite in the old sgquash court, It has been
known for a long time now that the informa-
tinn given in 1971 by attending mediums 15
completely bogus and that the erew never
existed; and yet the story is often repeated.
Even worse, the basic tale s embellished,
Based on paychical visits, and an unclear
photograph, we are told that the girlfriend
of one of the airmen was on hoard a doomed
fight and perished with the three airmen.
The word of the psychics is accepted, un-
questoningly. "

Arnearby Castle Rizsing, the ghost of
Cueen Isabella is said to be a demented
wraith, screaming into the night, But there
15 nothing in the record to indicate that
her mental health degenerated in her later
years. Far from it: she seems to have been
compes mentis o the end. The same tired
tales goet paraded again and again, with no
corroboratory research being done,

With thas litany of ‘evidence” proffered
by ghost groups and excitable publications,
andiences are comstantly regaled with decla-
rations that their own hometown is the most
haunted in the UK and, indeed, that the TTK
is the most haumed kingdom in the world.

Is i1, though? Just how replete is the UK
with specires? Perhaps a survey could deter
mine the answers_..

SURVEYING THE SPOOKS

There is an abundance of allegedly haunted
locations tabulated in books, newspapers,
omline and, of course, in the personal experi-
ences recorded by witnesses over the vears,
Conceivably, all of these locations could be
comtacted and the stories associated with
thim assessed for genuine *ghostliness’,

The sheer scale of such a project was
daunting. | found over 5,000 sites listed, bt
not all were contactable or likely to reply
(roads, ruins, hospitals and so on.) This tally
was whittled down to 4,000 and then reduced
by another 1,000 when no form of contact
{emailiwebsite/Facebook page) could be
ascertained. [ also focused on locations that
had had some form of ghost report in the last
40 years

Tinitially estimated the survey would
take a year to complete; in the end, it took
twrgrand a hall vears, as Covid lockdowns
meant that venues were unable Lo answer
my gueries. Some replies continued to come
in after the end of the survey, but these did

ABOVE: Hampton Court — guilty of phostly hypocnsy? BELOW: The Dog and Partridge in Busy 5t Edmunds was
warried about opening “portals Lo the less understood and also dangers of the Unknown™,

not affect the results, The tardiest reply was
Dartord’s Roval Victoria and Bull Hotel, who
said they had “lots [of ghosts| ... too many to
list.™ One might have hoped for more after a
16-month wait.

To ease analvsis, the list was broken down
into catepories: pubsiclubs, hotels/bé&hs, mu-
seums, and so on. Results varied from place
to place, as not everywhere replied (o my
messages. On average, the response across
the categories was 40 per cent. Included in
the numbers are places that had given recent
interviews to journalists.

Most responses boiled down toa simple
ves' or ‘no’, while others were vague (1
haven't seen anything myself, but T have
heard that my staff have.. ™). Twasn't
mterested in replies that said that ghost
hunters had obtained positive results, and T
explained that I was only interested in the
experiences of staff and customers as they
went 2bout their day-to-day business. My
attempts to obtain further information were
often met with silence,

A few locations wied to generate an air
of my=terv. The Dog and Fartridge in Bury

St Edmunds spoke of not wanting to risk
“anather shift in [the| parameters of [badly
intentioned spirits] as it may open np more
portals to the less understomd and also
dangers of the Unknown... our force is strong
within” Whale at Sheffield’s The Old Queen’s
Head, T'was told: “I am not asking, and no
one 15 saving anything...” And that was the
emd of that,

Mo respondents were rude, but a few
did flirt with the boundaries of politeness.
Pluckley’s The Dering Arms said that they
didn't get involved with ghost hunters: “The

haunted stoff just brings iiots to the village.
i Ten customers all sharing one coke and all

using the toilets,.. not for us!™ Sandringham
House in Norfolk responded with notable
pomposity, seemingly disgusted thar I'd had
the temerity to contact them about their

D spectres,

The Maids Head in Norwich obviously
found the subject of gshosts to be so ahhor-
rent that they wanted me to help in expung-
ing the record of their phantom claims.
Obwionsly there had been a change in man-
agement, a5 they had been happy to speak w
a paranormal magazine in 2005,

My exchanges with Hampton Court were
hizarre. Tour guide Ian Franklin {now re-
tired) had ascertained from records that the
most famous ghosts were almost certainly
inventions from the Victorian era, possibly
used to drum up publicity; the remaining
stories were almost exclusively far less spec-
tacular But when asked, a customer services
advisor told me that they “do not allow
paranormal investigations™ in order to pro-
tect their valuable items from damage. [ eold
them that I was purely interested in staff and
visitor reports, but the mantra of “we do not
allow paranormal investigations at our sites™
was merely repeared. It was frustrating that
they simply ignored my point—and yet every
year we see Hampton Court repeating the
same tired, and almost certainly untrue,
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ABOVE LEFT: Least Haunted? Ertington Park Hotel spems to have shed s spooks, with none repocted for years, but sbll-appeass in outdated lists of *Most Haunted®
propertes. ABOVE RIGHT: The Cellar Bar in Stamford can boast efther an impeessive list of phenomens.or no sightings st all. dependng on who yous ask.

tales about Catherine Howard running down
the Long Gallery and so on

Some venues I contacted were disappoint-
inig [or other reasons. Glasgow's Tron Theatre
seemed keen (o chal buat deferred contact
due to wpeoming Christmas shows. Aftera
suitable period of waiting, contact was again
attempted, but with no reply, It was there-
fore wpsetting tocfind that they had instead
become involved with a team they cbyiousky
regarded as having a better pedigree: The
Sponked Scotiand TV series, Michelham
Pricry in Sussex didn’t respond to my survey,
even though Twas twice told that the prop-
erty manager had been made aware of i1
1t was galling to find thar, meanwhile, they
had granted nterviews rothe press and, of
course, regularly hired our the bulding 1o
ghost hunting groups.

But a few venues did provide fascinating
tales, sometimes resulling in reams of cor
respondence or lengehy phone calls.

What was Fascinaging was the nature of
the stories. The majority of locations re-
ported poltergeist-like activiry, with very few
recognisable human or animal forms being
vigible, and only black shapes being seen,
psualtly human-sized and observed out of
the corner of the eyve. The mast spectacalar
imstance was ar the Blindir Inn in Henllan,
Wales. Here, the manageress was at the bar
serving a few farmers when & massive black
shadow mished through the fromt donr and
imto the back room; a search revealed noth-
ing = and all three witnesses saw the same
thing.

The guantity of expericnced phenomena
varied, with the majority of activity at the
Incations being fairly mundane: footsteps,
interference with electrical equipmen!
and soon. There were exceptions, with one
of the best examples being Stamfionds The
Cellar Bar, The manager regaled mewith

q-ﬂ FHAET

weaay fuHierh v, Tom

THE CENTRE'S BAR
IMANAGER TCLD

IME THAT IN HIS 2D
YEARS THERE HAD
BEEN NO SIGETINGS

an impressively long list of phenomena
experienced during his tenure, from 1997

o 201 8, He also told of some encouniers
in‘the main body of the Arts Centre, which
had not heen mentioned previously, But the
manager of the whoele huilding, whose time
overlapped that of the bar manager, told me

that in his 25 vears there had heen “no sight.

ings anywhere”. One wonders who is telling

the trueh.
The keeper at Berwick Town Hall also

denied any *manifestations of uncleanness™,

even going so far as to question the accuracy
of a paranormal researcher who had quoted
him.

Cme gratifving aspect of the survey was
the nurmber of new locations it threw up,
mainly via proprietors who said: “Noth-
ing here —bue did you know abour my fast
place?”

A numberof sites rhar frequently ap-
pear on “Most Haunted® Bsts. such as The
Ertington Park Hotel, told me that noth-
ing had been reported lor many years, It
was abundantly clear thar most lstngs of
haunted sites are woelully out of date and
are probalily just recyeled. Tndeed. some
places on newspaper lsts have now changed

Tattied Siaistics |
= Mlﬂ! Contactable venues | Yewprobably | No/Probably not

Db & elubis 1020 163
Hiotels, blichs sc. 738 5
Restaurans 73 15
Hayal ghosts 23 ]
Tea mooms/rofies shops a0 L]
Cinemas a 1
Roman ;;hnm 3 1]
Choverninent & Council a5 2
Theatres & Music Venues 144 a0
Museams (including art galieries & libraries) 2 ag
I Manskons 163 12
Cagties 134 19
Miscellameos | 356 1




ABOVE LEFT: The Liindir Inn in Henllan, Wales, provided fascnating reports of shadowy figures and poltergeistlike activity, ABOVE RIGHT: Glasgow's Tron Theatre didn’t
manage to respond to the surey, but wers happy 1o get imcived with the Spooked Scodiand television programms,

names, been repurposed, closed or even
been demolished. One wonders what could
be gleaned if English Heritape, the National
Trust or the press were willing to do some
original research.

So, what are the results? The trend would
seem to be clear and the basic figures are re-
produced in the table on the previous page.

As one can see, in many of the categories
the number of “nofprobably not™ responses
was significantly larger than the “yes™
replies. So why are more places not reporting
their phantom residents? There are of course
a number of reasons. Reports of hauntings
may have been fictitious, merely rumours or
hoaxes conducted to enhance trade.

O the ghosts may have become dormant
or extinct. Or the businesses may consider
ghosts ta be too low-brow or even damaging
to business: we have seen possible examples
of this above. Or perhaps the respondent’s
own personal beliefs may play a role; al-
though il was amusing to receive responses
from people who claimed to have no belief in
phosts, but admitted that they had witnessed
phenomena that defied explanation.

Looking at these mumbers, it would seem
thar the mumber of ghosts reported in the
past has been massively overstated. They
may have: been there once, but things have
% heen quiet for many vears, if not decades.

% It was striking to hear, many times, that
 the spectral status quo has altered only
very recently,

SELLING SPIRITS
Coupled with the above survey, Talso took
the opportunity to inguire further about the
ghostliness of various properties, but this
time from an entively commercial stand-
point. Using a separate, fictiions profile,
and posing as a prospective customer
. who wished to hire the venues for ghost

: bhunting activities, Tinquired of locations

that {requently appeared on the inventory of

companies who offered ghost hunting tickets

to the public. These were the ones aimed at
the Most Haunted Wammabes® and using the

¢ same clichéd come-ons: “Dare you join us?”

and the like.

When I made enquiries about costings,
numbers and timings, a fair number of places
that hadn’t responded to my orginal queries
about their ghosts were only too happy to
get back quickly with hire fees; which leads
to the depressing conclusion that they are
only in it for the money. That, of course, is
their prevogative. There was also a greater
response than toe my other survey

The credibility of certain venues as genu-

¢ Linely baunted sites was certaindy diluted by

the impression that they might ‘enhance’
their location's reputation in order to entice
phost hunters, Surprisingly, some places that
admitred to me (as a ghost hunter) that they
had no activity to report appeared on com-
metcial listings complete with exciting tales

of ghostly phenomena. Had the original own-
- ersembellished the spooky stories to ensure

that they would be hired, or had the hiring

1 compary done 502 Either way, the tuth

. appeared to be somewhat malleable. Also

¢ offered by many venues or organisers were

¢ fprednvestigation tours” showing the most

¢ noted haunted spots; thereby influencing the
- expectations of the participants.

One surprising realisation was that many

¢ venues themselves charged reasonable fees
: Tor access, usually £10 per person or less.
: Most did ask commercial ghost groups for

public lability insurance, references from
previous [ocations, a deposit and sometimes
a health and safety plan. But it seems that

: after the commertial groups had secured

the location, the prices were extortionately,
and sometimes scandalously, enhanced.

An excellent example iz a small moseum

{ in King’s Lynn that charges £200 for 30

¢ people plus staff, so approximately £5.70 per
person, The same place is often advertised

¢ by ghost groups at a rate of L35+ per person.
- The few groups that have replied (o me via
Facebook about this and similar price hikes,
. all give the same excuse; this is to cover
insurance, expenses, websites and advertis-
©ing costs. But this expendituee is normally

¢ spread out over the vear and not just for one
: venue and surcly cannot justify a pricing

: differeatial of over 600%, The true reason is
i simple: profit,

Ome wonders how many of the vennes

¢ themselves actually know of the hikes, A few
¢ places did inflate the prices themselves. For
¢ instance, a venue in Newcastle-upon-Tyne

: used to charge £50 per group in 2003 and

¢ offered access for some nine hours for about
¢ 20 people. By 2022 the fee had increased

+ to £395 per group for four hours, rising to

¢ £1,095 for 11 hours, There were plenty of

. similar examples. It’s clear that such prices
wonld deter many genuine researchers. Obwvi-
. ously one eve was being kept on the balance
sheet rather than on the EMF meter.

The advent of televised ghost hunts bas

¢ obviously made proprietors of reputedly
haunted properties and organisers of com-

. mercial ghost hunts aware that they can
penerate huge sums from the gullible, and

: this shows no sign of abating. With the cost

+ of living crisis sapping the nation’s finances,
prices remain steep and ghost hunting

¢ threatens to become an astronomically

| EXpEensive pastime.

e DR PAUL LEE iz currently working on two
: books, an expanded version of his west

! Norfolk ghosts volume and a gazetteer of

; over 900 haunted UK pubs. His website is
 www.paulies.com
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