Spirits

No, not the kind you mix with tonic or ginger ale or drink neat in tiny glasses.  I encountered these once in Belgrade: it was snowing, and my hosts were concerned for my health.  It’s very cold, they said, let’s warm ourselves up.  They bought Slivovitz in tiny glasses, which we drank in one gulp.  It was only 10.00 a.m., so they thoughtfully bought some fruit juice to help us stay a bit sober.  After several visits to their colleagues, who also offered Slivovitz to keep us warm, the effect was remarkable.

By spirits, I mean ghosts.  Though, in some ways the name “spirit” is reassuring, because it suggests that the spirit of the person continues after their body has stopped living.  Not for nothing does the C of E prayer book now use the term “Holy Spirit” for the living presence of God, rather than the old fashioned term “Holy Ghost”.

I’m not one of those second sighted people who sees ghosts.  But I do believe that there are ghosts that people see, if they can.  There’s no moral or message to all this: it’s just a couple of stories, but true ones, and I have no reason to doubt those who told them to me. 

The first was told by my father-in-law, who was a Headteacher in a large Yorkshire Comprehensive School, a tough Bradford man, with no illusions.  In his previous school, in Chesterfield, he had been working late after the end of term, trying to complete the timetable for next year, his last task before going on holiday for the summer.  The school was based in the big house which George Stephenson, the railway pioneer, had built for himself, with a good view of the railway to the north.  Stephenson died in the middle of the 19th Century, having revolutionised the speed of transport, and therefore communication.  In the middle of his timetabling task one of the cleaners knocked and came into his study.

“Excuse me, Mr Jennings, but I’ve just had a strange experience.  A gentleman appeared upstairs and asked me to bring his hot water up to his room.”  My father-in-law was a bit taken aback by this interruption, as he grappled with the timetable (this was decades before computers made timetabling easy).  “What did the gentleman look like?” he asked.  “Oh, he looked very pale and ill” said the cleaner.  My father-in-law got up from his desk and led her over to a portrait of George Stephenson, which
hung on the great staircase of the house.  “Was this the gentleman you 
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saw?” he asked.  “Ay that were him.   Mind you, he looks more healthy in that picture than the chap who spoke to me just now”.  My father-in-law never saw his host, the ghost – he was too down to earth for that.  But he had no doubt that the school cleaner had indeed seen the spirit of George Stephenson, dead a hundred years or more ago.

The second sighting was told me by his wife, Elizabeth (at St Giles we pray for the repose of their souls on November 7th and December 25th  respectively).  Her mother, my grandmother-in-law, so to speak, lived in a large Pennine farmhouse, just up the moor side from Haworth Parsonage where the Bronte sisters wrote their novels.  It was divided into three dwellings, and besides granny, there was great aunt Mina (who had been housekeeper to her cousin, Philip Snowden, the first Labour Chancellor of the Exchequer), and granny’s sister, Lydia, a formidable Primary School Headteacher.  She wore lisle stockings, gold-rimmed spectacles, and had her hair scrawped back into a bun - a sort of elder cousin to the ladies who became famous as Calendar Girls, though I cannot conceive of Lydia removing any item of clothing.  She was very severe and proper.  

In due course Mina died, and a young niece moved in with her husband and a little boy, Jack.  When Jack was about four, Lydia died, and her house became empty for a while.  Then the niece and her family moved into Lydia’s house, being a bit larger than Mina’s.  One day he said to his mother, “I saw Aunt Lydia on the stairs, mam.”  “Don’t be silly, she’s dead” his mother replied.  “But I did see her, really.  She didn’t look at all well, and she just walked straight past me and into your bedroom.”  “Ee, well, I don’t know.  Whatever next?”  The mother was very perplexed.  At four, Jack was able to see things that older people couldn’t see.

Indeed, my own family had a brush with ghosts.  I certainly never saw or heard anything: I’m just not that sort.  But we’d moved into an old house in another part of Yorkshire (near to Last of the Summer Wine country).  My daughter, then aged about nine or ten, would say she could hear quiet voices, in the background, as she drifted off to sleep in her bedroom.  My wife also heard them, in the sitting room below.  Quiet, peaceable voices, just chatting (“tellin’t’tale”, they would say in that part of Yorkshire), which she found reassuring: people had enjoyed living and being sociable in that house, and so did we.

William Marsterson.  February 2009
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