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  Foreword


  By Tom Perrott


  Chairman of the Ghost Club (founded 1862)


  

  The alleged haunting of Borley Rectory has probably inspired more people to express their views on this highly controversial subject than upon any similar case in the long history of Psychical Research, and despite the fact that the rather ugly Victorian building was almost completely destroyed by a somewhat mysterious fire in 1939, the interest in this house of mysteries has continued over the years, unabated.


  Unfortunately the site of the former rectory upon which new buildings have since been erected is now rapidly beginning to resemble an impregnable fortress, as a result of the defences erected by its present occupants who feel such action is necessary to combat the depredations wreaked upon them by the legions of over-enthusiastic 'ghost hunters'.


  But why has this intolerable situation been inflicted upon the honest inhabitants of this small Essex village?


  In this fascinating re-examination of the case regarding the internationally known 'England's Most Haunted House', the author has been able to carry out exhaustive and thorough research over many years. He now offers some startling new thoughts on the history and causes of the phenomena and provides a controversial yet intriguing solution to the identity of the mysterious 'Nun of Borley'.


  Many ghostly legends, some of which probably originated in the Middle Ages, contain certain recurring themes of jilted lovers, seduced chambermaids, eloping monks and nuns, headless figures and phantom coaches. A number of these tales may have some factual basis, in that religious establishments containing more than their quota of frustrated inmates might have been found in the areas in question, and an array of coaches might have regularly been seen driving in a heedless manner into the darkness of the night, the night in which a myriad of unexpected dangers might have lurked and lain in wait for the hapless traveller.


  A number of stories of this sort must have played a part in helping compound the Borley mythology and it is not difficult to imagine how persons visiting Borley for the first time might have had previous knowledge of many of these legends, and could have pre-programmed themselves into believing that the house which they were to enter for the first time was quite capable of producing inexplicable phenomena in their presence.


  These suppositions on my part, in an effort to rationalise upon the alleged Borley manifestations, are in no way meant to detract from the fact that many strange occurrences appear to have taken place there that cannot simply be swept away in the light of sweet reason. It so often happens that over-zealous 'ghost hunters' are more likely to jump to supernatural conclusions that to the disciplined investigator are often more than useless.


  This present volume, probably the most comprehensive of its kind so far produced, presents the whole Borley story in its entirety and it is for readers to draw their own conclusions regarding this most enigmatic of sagas by drawing upon the information given, to form a balanced opinion.


  In this book, readers may examine the architecture of the famous building and its surroundings and perhaps discover for themselves the possible areas from which the notorious nun might have manifested. They can also make the acquaintance of many of the leading personalities who played their varying roles there.


  I am constantly receiving evidence that even in our very materialistic world the interest in ghosts, psychic investigations and the study of seemingly inexplicable phenomena is very much on the increase. I feel that this detailed and sometimes microscopic research can only provoke more serious interest into the whole field of psychical research and, hopefully, create a new atmosphere of acceptance of aspects of the paranormal.


  It is likely that the fascination of Borley Rectory and its phantoms will continue to stimulate the interest of genuine psychical researchers, inquisitive 'ghost busters' and the healthily curious for many years to come.


  The author is to be congratulated on his remarkable achievement of being able to reassess the evidence and offer such an unusual solution for all those intrigued by the enigma of Borley.


  
    

    Tom Perrott


    Chairman of The Ghost Club

  


  


  


  Preface


  In 1940 a book was published by Longmans Green, in which its author told a strange story that has since become both something of a legend and also an almost endless controversy. The book was entitled The Most Haunted House in England. Its author was the enigmatic Harry Price. In 1946, he completed a sequel, The End of Borley Rectory. Two years later he was dead. Indeed, in his own very special way, whether one agrees or not with the results of his work, Harry Price was in many ways as much an enigma as some of the curious things he explored during his long career.


  Some eight years after his death, a trio of writers tried to consign the story of Borley Rectory to oblivion, but without much success. To this day, it is an episode that refuses to be buried, seeming to exercise a hold on all who delve into it, and in that respect the present writer is no exception.


  In 1969 an extensive report by the late Robert J. Hastings took a fresh look at this extraordinary case and Harry Price's role in it, and in 1973 the author and psychic researcher, Peter Underwood, in co-operation with the late Dr Paul Tabori, further supported the considerable numbers of firm believers in the story's authenticity.


  Since then, a whole generation of the ordinary reading public has grown up to whom the story of Borley Rectory is little more than the occasional incomplete and often inaccurate article in some rather second-rate periodical. It is for this generation in particular that the writer has chosen to retell the story of Borley Rectory from existing records, and also to delve once again into what may be behind it from a historical point of view.


  To disbelievers, the haunting of Borley Rectory is like a millstone round their necks, and each fresh book in support of the case yet another blow to those who would seek to discredit the whole episode, people who seem to be unable to face the very real possibility that maybe Harry Price was right all along and that they have been looking in vain for misdeeds on his part that were never there. In writing anew about Borley Rectory, the present writer is well aware of the sometimes almost hostile reaction to both the story itself and the late Harry Price. Against these protestors and their protestations, the writer is satisfied in his own mind that the essentials of the episode remain intact and that, furthermore, the case has sufficient historical evidence to draw upon to suggest that the phenomenon was more likely to be genuine than false.


  In Harry Price's last days he thought that the case was finished with, but time has shown that this was not to be, and there can be little doubt that people will still be arguing about the alleged haunting long after the present writer is dead and gone.


  Burnt to a shell on a winter's night in 1939, Borley Rectory itself is now but a memory. Amongst the tiny community it was built to serve, it has come to be viewed variously with resignation, indifference, some disapproval or even amusement for the amount of attention it attracted during its decidedly curious history. To this day, Borley has to live with the fall-out from the Rectory's controversial existence, and it says something for the people of this tiny village that, in spite of everything, they manage to remain at least tolerant of those who come with genuine interest to look and to ponder upon the site of this extraordinary episode in English psychic history.


  If this book achieves nothing else the writer can only hope that its contents will show that, in historical terms at any rate, the people of Borley have been left with the legacy of the most haunted house in England for some good reason. If that aim is achieved, then it may perhaps be a little easier for the community to come to terms with the reputation of its famous rectory, and accept its curiosities as part of Borley's history.


  


  Editor's Note


  Harry Price, so often quoted by the author, stated on the last page of The End of Borley Rectory, published two years before his death:


  


  'Some day I should like to visit Le Havre and study its conventual records in an effort to find out more about 'Marie Lairre' - if she ever existed.'


  


  Ivan Banks has, it seems, completed Price's quest and after ten years' laborious investigation achieved a conclusion that could not have been foreseen by anyone, even the man described as 'the world's greatest psychic researcher'.


  To some, the author's ideas and his spiritual interpretations may not easily be acceptable, but for sheer tenacity, persistence and dedication, and for being able to produce so much fascinating new evidence in relation to the haunting at Borley and of the identity of the 'ghostly nun', the author, I feel, is to be congratulated.


  This work will surely provoke further investigation, historical and otherwise, but few I doubt will be able to achieve this high standard of research or its intriguing conclusion.


  


  Introduction


  It would not be unreasonable to express the view that aside from politics, religion, economics or education there is probably little in the field of human experience that can have raised more eyebrows or caused more heated argument than that aspect of our world that has to do with the subject of ghosts and hauntings and the weird effects that they seem to produce.


  For centuries, there have been reports of seemingly elusive forces that variously hurl belongings and pieces of furniture aimlessly about, lift or throw people out of their beds, or throw an odd assortment of missiles such as chunks of iron, bricks, doorknobs, slates, stones, crockery, books and much else at hapless victims.


  Other results of such odd goings-on include all sorts of peculiar visual effects such as horse-drawn vehicles, regiments of Roman or Civil War soldiers, nuns, monks, and various kinds of queer lights; also strange noises and curious smells. Such phenomena have long been the cause of many a drawing room row and heated, often acrimonious, argument.


  The whole country is more than handsomely endowed with reportedly haunted castles, churches, ruined abbeys, pubs, railway stations, cellars, garages, country lanes and all manner of seemingly troubled places. Some of them still remain to this day, possessed of their respective reputations or not, as the case may be. The catalogue of haunted locations is rather like a travelogue, including such places as York, Prestbury, Raynham Hall, Glamis Castle, Blue Bell Hill and Pluckley.


  Among these reported hauntings of bygone years, one can recall such cases as Hinton Ampner, Epworth Rectory, Cock Lane, Berkeley Square, Tadworth, Ballechin House, Edge Hill and many others. Yet, in the annals of British ghosts and paranormal phenomena, one famous case above all others really steals the crown, so to speak, in spite of the controversy that surrounds it to this day. It is a story of the past, but also of the present, because quite apart from occasional reports, which seem to indicate that a residue of its visual and audible effects continues to occur from time to time, there still remain the as yet unanswered queries concerning the historical side of this episode.


  It cannot be denied that much has been done in the field of psychical research to try to evaluate possible sources of energy that might cause the havoc that seems so often to be a hallmark of hauntings, sources of energy that still seem to defy the laws of science.


  From a layman's point of view, it seems to me that what we have in these phenomena is an ultimately traceable and measurable source of sometimes immense power, far from being of a mysterious or outlandish origin, though many folk still persist with the idea that this is something beyond human understanding, an outdated fallacy slowly being discarded by our more enlightened scientific investigators. It does seem, however, that we still struggle to equate these odd and often obscure phenomena with known scientific principles, when perhaps in this instance these principles require changing to accommodate the phenomena, for which a specially devised system of quantification may be a key to a better understanding of the whole subject.


  It should be understood at this point that the foregoing remarks are essentially a personal view on the part of the writer, who cannot claim to have the benefit of a scientific education. Those readers who wish to delve into this most important aspect of phenomena should examine the work of those scientists and parapsychologists who are researching in this field.


  What is surely of particular interest and value is the historical background to ghosts and hauntings, which so often in the popular media seems to be passed by in the scramble to latch onto the spectacular, the horrific or the supposedly ghoulish aspects, thrilling enough one must suppose, in their way, but more often than not mostly imaginative rubbish. Old legends and popular theories aside - and there are quite a number that do bear relevance to the episode that is to be examined - very seldom does one discover just why a particular place should appear to be haunted, as opposed to how, and there really is quite a difference. Consider, for example, some of the great ghost stories from the past. Although the identity of the Brown Lady of Raynham Hall in Norfolk is known as Dorothy Walpole, sister of the Prime Minister Sir Robert Walpole, is she really the image photographed on the stairs, and if so, why?


  All too often in the world of the layman, the everyday reader of books, or the average television viewer, the actual background to these happenings is either ignored or often misrecorded or left to little more than dubious legends or hearsay, hopelessly tangled up in the passage of time. It surely cannot be denied that for the general public, no less than in the sphere of the professional historical researcher, the possible historical reasons for these odd happenings deserve, at the very least, interest which is equal to that shown in the psychic field. This can most certainly be said to be true of the particular episode at Borley.


  It would, however, be quite wrong to suggest that efforts to solve this particular mystery from a historical point of view have not already been made. Nothing could be further from the truth, for several dedicated men and women have, over the past 50 years or so, struggled to sort out this classic and most obscure and controversial of all British psychic episodes. Yet to this day, concrete proof of what lies at the root of it all still seems to elude all attempts to nail it down once and for all. The author ventures to suggest that the case in question is one of the most extraordinary of its kind in modern British history, a case about which a tremendous amount has already been written, mainly concerning the paranormal aspects, though by no means solely so, and varying from the detailed and informative to the mildly interesting, and through the speculative and dubious to the worse examples of sensationalised fiction.


  Much, if not most, of the latter can be attributed to that somewhat wayward British institution, the newspaper business, almost inevitably it would seem, since sensational inaccuracy tends to be a hallmark of sections of the British popular press. In fact, it is sadly the case that on occasions the way in which this particular story has been handled by some newspapers has varied from incompetent to atrocious, likewise some much publicised 'exposure' of the tale.


  Never has there been such a prolonged episode, nor has the episode ever, in my opinion, been equalled for the amount of argument and controversy that it has inspired over the years, than that which was brought to the attention of one of Britain's most famous and, in many ways, most controversial ghost hunters by the editor of the Daily Mirror newspaper in June 1929, so bringing to the world at large the strange story of Borley Rectory. It would probably be fair to say that never before or since that first summer's day at what was to become known as 'The Most Haunted House In England' has so prolonged an investigation been expended by either one man or a team as was carried out by the late and often criticised Harry Price. He will forever remain an almost inseparable part of the story of that misfit country rectory with its strange and singular history. Whilst some might claim, with varying degrees of justification, that the case of Borley Rectory was possibly not quite the very pinnacle of his long career, at least from a scientific or historical view, it is most certainly true that without his efforts the whole peculiar story of Borley Rectory might very well have remained uninvestigated and totally unrecorded. But it should not be supposed that this last point lends any weight at all to the idea that Borley Rectory would not have been a haunted house, save for the intervention of Harry Price. In my view, the balance of evidence suggests that Borley Rectory's weird history did not, and still does not, depend alone upon the work of Harry Price.


  From the foregoing remarks, it is hoped that is has been made clear to the reader that the prolonged and often vociferous criticism of Price's work, both at Borley and elsewhere, has been duly noted and acknowledged. However, having looked at both sides of the coin, the writer feels that much of the criticism has been found wanting in so many ways, to the extent that really very little of it seems capable of standing up to really searching analysis. That successive attempts to discredit the story of the haunting have, by and large, failed to come up with any really hard evidence has been soundly demonstrated by the late Dr Paul Tabori, Peter Underwood and Robert J. Hastings in their own writings upon the subject.


  In recognition of this long-standing controversy about Price, particularly in respect of Borley Rectory, and also in recognition of the esteem in which he is still held to this day by a number of his fans, and more particularly for those of the younger generation, many of whom would not be conversant with his life and work, the writer sets out Price's contribution to the story of Borley Rectory in detail later on.


  Aside from the important links between Harry Price and Borley, the main purpose of this book is to probe into the possible historic origins of the various ghost figures recorded as having been seen in or near the Rectory, together with some of the legends and stories attached to the Rectory and its occupants, both physical and spectral.


  There can be little doubt, in this more enlightened scientific age that those whose work centres upon the scientific and psychic side of hauntings and poltergeist activity will in due course be able to quantify once and for all the scientific causes of events at Borley.


  To begin this account, I have attempted to bring together as much as possible of the relevant material dealing with the strange occurrences at Borley set out by Harry Price, his literary executor Dr Paul Tabori and that of Peter Underwood. Reference has also been made to work by a number of other writers and researchers such as Dennis Bardens and David C. Knight together with the report by Professor Dingwall, Mrs K. Goldney and Trevor Hall who in 1956 produced what was felt by them to be evidence conflicting with the authenticity of the phenomena. It was this latter view that was itself destined to be subsequently called into question by the late Robert J. Hastings, whose own enquiry into Borley Rectory is also referred to at various points in this book. Detail has also been collated from the quantity of correspondence sent to Price and Paul Tabori by several people, concerning not only Price's own work at Borley Rectory, but also curious events and experiences related by people who visited or stayed at the Rectory long before Harry Price became involved in its history.


  It is recommended that any serious student of the haunting of Borley Rectory really needs to study all this material, mainly because the correspondence in the files tells quite plainly, I believe, what actually happened and what was said.


  Owing to much of the literature on the hauntings at Borley Rectory not always being available, even from libraries, and the details therefore being unknown to many young readers, information of the disturbances and the various investigations into them have been set out from existing or previous accounts as a prelude to the writer's own research. Therefore the first part of this book is founded upon existing material because in my opinion this material has not had the accusations against it proved to any substantial degree.


  The details that follow have been the source of prolonged and often acid controversy, especially since the death of Harry Price. The ranks of those who side for or against the hauntings are, it seems, fairly equal in number and almost equally vociferous. Whilst it should be quite clearly understood that the author openly sides more with the pros than the antis and consequently accepts the risk of being accused of bias as a result, wherever possible the views of those who are not satisfied with the story of Borley Rectory have been noted and, where it seems to be appropriate, one will find my views of those opinions.


  The writer has devoted the first part of this work to describing the Rectory and its surroundings and relating the strange things that happened there. The next section has been set aside for a look at the occupants of the Rectory over the years, in as much detail as surviving records would permit. The third section is given over to an examination of the truth or otherwise of many of the legends attached to the history of the Rectory and the site on which it was built. The reader will be able to share in questions about Sir Edward Waldegrave, the links with the monastic world, the still (at this stage) unresolved mystery of the nun and much else besides about Borley Rectory, things that continue to bemuse the enthusiasts to this day.


  But now, the famous and evergreen story, and mystery, of Borley Rectory and its ghosts awaits.


  


  CHAPTER 1


  Borley and its Surroundings


  The tiny village of Borley lies on the Essex and Suffolk county boundary, roughly two and a half miles from Sudbury, one-time home of the famous painter, Thomas Gainsborough. A little nearer to Borley lies Long Melford, with its splendid church, its maltings and the impressive timbered Bull Hotel.


  Until a few years ago, the railway between Sudbury and Long Melford ran past the foot of the long shallow hill leading to Borley, passing Borley Hall, which until the end of the last century was the home of successive generations of the Waldegrave family, including the unfortunate Sir Edward Waldegrave, of whom more later.


  From about 1890 onwards, Borley Hall belonged to the Payne family, and until May of 1983 it was occupied by Patrick Payne, a man much liked in the village, but who has, unfortunately, since died.


  The easiest way of approaching the village is by way of Rodbridge, once known as Rad Bridge, and where once stood Borley's gallows, a sobering thought!


  The River Stour, having meandered its way across pleasant meadows, passes to one side of Borley Hall and its mill, last used as such in 1947, when the terrible winter of that year caused the wheel shaft to split.


  On top of the rather windswept ridge which rises from the river valley is the belt of trees within which, from 1863 to 1944 (according to numerous sources) stood Borley Rectory.


  On the opposite side of the road, and set well back from the corner, stands the Parish Church, which is of unknown dedication and partly of 12th-century origin, with 15th-century additions. Among various interesting features, it possesses a rather unusual brick porch and perhaps best known, at least locally, an avenue of clipped and rather decorative yew trees, which are most unusual in their visual effect.


  However, by far the most extraordinary feature within this quite unique and delightful little church, which has become almost as famous as some of our great cathedrals though for the oddest reasons, is the Waldegrave tomb, with its hefty columns, family crest and the effigies of Sir Edward and Lady Frances Waldegrave laid upon the main plinth.


  Alongside the church stands Borley Place, used by at least two rectors prior to the building of the new Rectory in 1863.


  Across the road again, almost on the Rectory corner, stands the only substantial surviving appendage of Borley Rectory, namely the stable cottage.


  Behind this cottage stands the farm, also long associated with the Bull family and subsequently the Payne family. The former garden of Borley Rectory is now occupied by modern bungalows and is, as a consequence, somewhat fragmented.


  The name of the village itself can be traced back into Anglo Saxon times and indeed its name is a relatively modern development of the word Barlea, which variously translates as Boar pasture, or Place of the Pig.


  At various times throughout its history it has also been known as Borlee, Burley, and even Boreghley.


  Part of Borley once belonged to Barking Monastery, an order of Benedictine nuns, whilst the Manor of Borley as such was the property of the Prior and Convent of Christchurch, Canterbury, from 1301 until it was requisitioned under the auspices of Henry VIII and, according to most records, handed over to Sir Edward Waldegrave of Bures.


  In front of Borley Place is Borley Place cottage. A large pond is further west. There's a couple of big modern bungalows and then about half a mile of open fields, a turn-off to Ballingdon and a farm road to Brook Hill.


  Not far off lies Borley Green with its ancient thatched cottages intermixed with some more modern houses.


  Borley Rectory itself has now gone. The fire of February 1939 caused so much structural damage that the shell of the building became unsafe and in the end, there was little option but to pull down the remains, themselves in an advanced state of collapse.


  Had the fire occurred some years earlier, or even after the war, then it is possible that the building might have been salvaged, but in wartime with no materials or spare labour available there really wasn't a hope.


  Visitors to Borley should therefore realise that the Rectory no longer exists.


  There are still several items associated with the story of the Rectory which the visitor can look at but it should be borne in mind that all remaining properties associated with the story, with the one exception of the church, are private; to which the public do not have right of access and on which they must not go without the express permission of the owners.


  Probably the main building of direct interest is the former stable cottage or coach house. It was built in 1863, of the same bricks as those used for the former rectory, although there appears to have been an earlier property on the site, which appears on an old tithe map of 1841 in the Essex County Records Office at Chelmsford.


  This cottage is the easiest relic to view as it stands right on the roadside. It is privately owned and remains occupied.


  Next to the church, there is Borley Place, which was used both by the late Rev Herringham and by the Bull family for many years.


  Down the hill towards Rodbridge, on what was once part of the Rectory garden, there are remnants of an old stone gateway.


  At the foot of the hill, down by the River Stour, stands Borley Hall, for long the residence of various members of the Waldegrave family, whom many think were at the root of some of the Rectory's mysteries.


  Away from Borley, two places of interest linked to the Borley story still exist. About two miles away, near Long Melford, stands the parish church of Liston, in the grounds of which lay buried remains, long believed to be those of Marie Lairre, the ghost nun of Borley Rectory, of whom the reader will learn much in the pages that follow.


  About four miles distant, and deep in rural surroundings, there still stands Pentlow Rectory, a massive and extraordinary-looking place, in which Borley's then Rector-to-be, Henry Dawson Bull, was born in 1833.


  Now called Pentlow Tower, it cannot be seen readily from the road, being well hidden by trees down a long, curving driveway.


  In the garden stands a tall and rather weird brick folly, from which the place takes its present name, and which was erected by Edward Bull, Rector of Pentlow, and from which it is said that some 40 churches could be seen on a clear day.


  


  


  CHAPTER 2


  The Building of Borley Rectory


  From the details that follow, it is hoped to be able to make it apparent as to just why, what would in other circumstances have been merely a rather remote country rectory, has become over the years, a house with the most singular, and extraordinary history. In due course, it is also hoped to be able to show that much of the strange pageant of the haunting of Borley Rectory has, as its roots, something way back in the annals of history.


  To begin with, it is perhaps best to enter upon the strange story of Borley Rectory during the middle years of the nineteenth century, a time when rural England and the English way of life still revealed some stark contrasts, displaying side by side in many instances great wealth and appalling poverty, industrialisation cheek by jowl with unchanging rural remoteness.


  It was still a time of rather rigid and set religious beliefs, and perhaps most significantly of all, in terms of this present study, a time of great spiritual interest in life after death and in ghosts and spirits in general.


  But strangely enough, at a time when the world of scientific discovery was beginning to gather momentum, ideas that there might be a serious scientific background to ghosts and hauntings was often treated with a mixture of contempt and even outrage, to the extent that some even considered such ideas as heresy, like many other theories which surfaced at that time.


  Nowadays, we can look with some degree of amusement upon the storm that erupted over Darwin's theory of evolution, but to the Victorians it was no laughing matter. Much the same tended to happen when people tried to link ghosts and hauntings with science. Nowadays, a much wider cross-section of society takes a far more open-minded view of these unusual events.


  In the countryside, life continued to centre upon the small village with its squire, blacksmith and the tenant farmers, and of course the long-established routine of the parish church. Many of the smaller rural parishes were very isolated and some were to remain so until well after the Second World War.


  It was in just such a quiet corner of rural England that a rather peculiar story was soon to unfold, though few outside the district were to hear of it until many years later.


  Upon the death of the Rev. John Phillip Herringham in 1862, the Rev. Henry Dawson Ellis Bull succeeded to the living of Borley. For some little while, Herringham had resided in the cosy little 17th-century house called Borley Place, once thought to have been known as Borley Manor, which survives to this day, together with its tithe barn, on a plot beside the church.


  To begin with, the Rev. Henry Bull followed suit and, over the succeeding years, various members of the Bull family continued to make use of Borley Place.


  Following his induction, however, Henry Bull decided to have built a new Rectory to house himself and his growing family. In due course, work commenced on the new house, and was completed during the following year, 1863. Oddly enough, there had already been a Rectory house on the chosen site, on the corner across the road opposite the church, and one might just ponder on the reasons why it was not used and adapted to suit the needs of the new Rector, especially as during Herringham's time it had been described as a fairly commodious place.


  [image: ]


  There are those who think that this old Rectory was a replacement for a much older one still, for such a building often figures in stories about past happenings on the site, possibly involving members of the Waldegrave family. As Herringham had been living at Borley Place for some time prior to his death, one cannot help wondering whether he simply preferred Borley Place, or whether he disliked the old house, or whether the old Rectory had fallen into a state of dereliction, a view held by some that for a very long time the old Rectory was locked and disused.


  It is just possible that the old Rectory was possessed of some of the very same features that were to make Henry Bull's new home a less-than-welcoming abode to so many people in later years?


  Whatever the truth, the old Rectory was removed and was replaced by the new and impressive structure that was to become so familiar in later years. This was completed in 1863 and stood on the opposite corner to the church, in a huge garden hemmed in by the Cedars of Lebanon under which so many were later to watch and wait.


  [image: ]


  Borley Rectory, summer 1890


  Until about this time, according to a tithe map of 1841 and a list of 1839, both now in the Essex County Archives at Chelmsford, the Rectory site had been divided off a little below the site of the former Rectory itself, with the latter house and some of the grounds belonging to Herringham. This surely indicates that he must have had a living and income independent of that gifted by the Waldegraves, for they were responsible for the appointment of Borley's rectors from the time of Henry VIII until the death of Henry Bull in 1892, after which the living and the gift passed respectively to his son Harry and the Bull family.


  The 1839 tithe list also tells us that the remainder of what later was to become the great rambling garden of Borley Rectory belonged to John James Henry Waldegrave, a descendant of this large, rich and influential feudal family, whose connections with Borley seem to have finally come to an end at the close of the 1890s, when Borley Hall, the old Waldegrave home in Borley, passed to the Payne family, Mr Patrick Payne being its most recent owner. However, it has now passed out of local hands.


  By the time the new Rectory had been completed, the whole plot had been combined into a single very large garden, and it was to remain as such until the end of the Second World War.


  [image: ]


  The dining room, Borley Rectory, c.1890


  Architecturally, the new house could be said to have been something of a monstrosity. Like many Victorian rectories, it was large, exceptionally so in its final form, but it was very much in line with ideas of large houses then in fashion.


  Notwithstanding this last point, Borley Rectory was in many ways an oddity in the context of Borley and its surroundings. For one thing, its particular style and appearance, whilst certainly contemporary Victorian, seemed to belong not to rural Essex but rather to such places as the developing wealthy areas of London or Manchester. In short, it was rather an architectural square peg in a round hole.


  Its general appearance could perhaps best be described as massively sullen-looking, with an air of impressive though somewhat clumsy grandeur. It was by no means a thing of beauty and in fact Sir William Crocker, who was to figure much later in its history, said in his memoirs entitled Far From Humdrum - A Lawyer's Life that it was an example of the worst that the bad taste of 1863 could produce. In terms of weird and incongruous design, however, Pentlow Rectory where Henry Bull was born could show Borley a thing or two.


  The Rectory at Borley cost some £3,000 to build, which gives an idea of the state of well-being enjoyed by the Bull family, long established in the district and very comfortably off, to put it mildly.


  The new building was of two storeys of red brick and in its initial form was L-shaped. Entry to the grounds was by way of a carriage drive from the lane outside, a drive which ran alongside the house behind trees and bushes that screened it almost completely, to emerge at an upper gateway between the Rectory and the associated stable-cum-coach house that stood behind it on the corner of the road. It is this building that remains today.
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  Borley Rectory - Garden Front (SE Elevation)
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  Borley Rectory - Drive Side (NE Elevation)
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  Borley Rectory - Greenhouse side (SW Elevation)
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  Borley Rectory - NW Elevation
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  Internal courtyard elevations


  The main entrance to the Rectory itself was off this driveway into a porch, which was topped, upon its upper floor, by one of those features so beloved of the Victorians, a sort of turret with fancy ironwork on the top of it. This was an absurd-looking appendage by which the Rectory came to be readily recognisable on old photographs.


  The room, of which the turret formed the roof, was once used as a bathroom, but many years later one of the subsequent rectors turned it into a tiny chapel, complete with altar rail and imitation stained glass window.


  The front of the house, which was technically the back, faced East/South East onto the large lawn that merged into the enormously long garden, long since lost under modern bungalows.


  This front-cum-back façade was of twin gable-end form with, on the ground floor, two large bay- windowed rooms, of which the left-hand one facing an onlooker had what appeared to be full-height French windows, which were in fact false.


  The windows and their bays were of typical flat-top Victorian design, and the French-style windows of the left-handed facing bay illuminated a commodious drawing room. Between the two bays there stretched a glass-roofed verandah from which a door gave access to and from another of those Victorian domestic features, a library. This and the room above it formed the centre span of the frontage.
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  The drawing room, Borley Rectory, c. 1890


  Behind this massively gabled face of the house, its skyline was visibly dominated by several tall chimneys and on the far side, facing out over the fields towards Bulmer, following various extensions to the building to accommodate Henry Bull's growing family, there appeared a glasshouse and a boiler room. The glasshouse faced rather oddly into the shade of the trees.


  As time passed, Henry Bull's family grew considerably, to the extent that the rector required his house to be enlarged, so the Rectory reached its final form between 1875 and 1892.


  The result was a new wing on the far side of the house away from the road, in which the upper rooms were mostly given over to sleeping accommodation. Some of it no doubt was intended for some of the girls, whilst below on the ground floor of the extension were storerooms used for coal and lumber. At the back of the original wing, neatly enclosing the internal brick courtyard after the new wing was added, was a small domestic dairy.


  In its final form, Borley Rectory had a room layout as follows:


  

  Ground Floor


  Entering from the garden via the verandah into the library at the centre-front and then turning right:


  1. The main hall, with stairs up to the first floor, and containing a round iron stove. Off the hall was the dining room.


  2. The front exit via the porch.


  3. The long corridor with a pantry.


  4. A secondary landing with another staircase to the first floor, and also stairs down to the huge cellars.


  5. The sewing room.


  6. A large kitchen.


  7. A rear staircase up to the first floor.


  8. To the right of these stairs, a larder.


  9. The dairy.


  10. To the left of the back stairs, a scullery.


  Returning to the hall, and proceeding through the far side of the house, to:


  11. The drawing room with its pseudo-French windows.


  12. A passageway with an exit to the garden.


  13. Two large cupboards off this passageway.


  From here, the remainder of the ground floor extension was walled off and was only accessible from the courtyard via an arched covered passage. To the left of this passage were the following:


  14. A fuel storeroom.


  15. Another storeroom.


  16. A third storeroom, outside which was the cover of the main well, with a huge hand wheel-operated pump.


  17. A lavatory.


  18. On the far side of the lavatory, a wood store with access from it to the boiler room and glasshouse.
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  First Floor


  The top floor of the Rectory was given over chiefly to bedrooms with the layout as follows:


  19. Proceeding up the main staircase from the hall onto the landing, there was the Blue Room, the bedroom that directly overlooked the glass-roofed verandah.


  20. A dressing room for the Blue Room, with a connecting door between the two.


  21. Another bedroom.


  22. Over the porch, a small bathroom later turned into a small chapel.


  23. The upstairs lavatory.


  24. Stairs from a small landing down to the kitchen passage on the ground floor and up to what passed for a loft, where in later years a water cistern was put in with better piping.


  25. Originally a bedroom; this next room was later in use as a bathroom, the old bathroom over the porch having been turned into a little chapel.


  26/27. Two further bedrooms, the end one having an exit via a very small landing down the back stairs. These two rooms ran into one another without a corridor.


  28. To the left, also just off the top of the back stairs was one other bedroom, directly over the scullery and overlooking the internal bricked courtyard.


  One of these end rooms was later partly used for storing fruit and became known as the 'pear room'. Behind a curtain across one part of it was a bed used by one of the maids who reported some curious happenings there.


  29. A bedroom, at which point one entered to the right the long corridor on this side of the house. A short way along it, the corridor slewed slightly to the left, with two steps down, leading to:


  30/31. Two more bedrooms, served by doors off the corridor.


  32. The last room in the wing, at the end of the corridor. From it both the back corner of the garden, part of the courtyard and the stable cottage would have been visible, as would the back of the farm, which is still there today.


  The courtyard just referred to was originally open to the garden, but the 1875 extension on the far side of the house all but boxed it in, except for a narrow gap just wide enough to walk through. With the exception of one tiny sash, only the main stairs and those rooms in the original wing had any windows overlooking the courtyard. The inner wall of the extension, except for just that one tiny window indicated on the Glanville floor plans, seems to have been blank brick, and in wet weather the outlook in the courtyard must have been most dreary.


  At both ends of the main landing at the front of the house there were corridor archways of typical Victorian design, these being close to the Blue Room. Both the landing and the Blue Room featured extensively in the subsequent history of the building, and these details will be enlarged upon later.
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  The Cellars


  The large and irregularly shaped cellars of the Rectory were reached by a stairway from the ground floor between the pantry and the sewing room, but in no way did the cellars correspond to the layout of the building itself. Instead they ran roughly diagonally across the house from beneath the kitchen corridor to a point beneath the library.


  When, after the Second World War, the site was completely dug out, as distinct from the digging carried out in the ruins in 1943 under Harry Price's directions, the reason for the odd shape of the cellars seemed to reveal itself in the foundations of at least one if not two much older buildings. These findings will be described later.


  Peter Underwood and Paul Tabori dwelt at length upon these post-war excavations in their book, The Ghosts of Borley, and owing to their obvious interest in relation to many aspects of the story of the Rectory I have no hesitation in setting them out again.


  From these cellars ran a well, one of two in this part of the house. The other was more of a shallow tank than a well. The main well was the one in the courtyard and it was of considerable depth (some 80 feet in fact) and from it was taken the water for both the Rectory and the stable cottage, with a wheel-operated pump being used to effect supply. This appliance was hard work to operate and noisy in use.
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  Plan of the cellars


  The reader should be able to follow the foregoing description of the layout of Borley Rectory from the plans, one of each floor, drawn up during the late 1930s by Harry Price's near neighbour and dedicated assistant Sidney Glanville and first published in Price's book, The Most Haunted House in England.


  I feel it is now worthwhile to turn to some of the oddities inside and outside the house.


  The turreted porch has already been mentioned and it will suffice here merely to add that the outside corners of the porch were buttressed like a church tower. Close alongside the porch was another curiosity with very direct links to the story in hand. Butting onto the hallway and porch was the dining room, being the right-hand room of the two bay-windowed rooms viewed from the lawn.


  As well as the large bay window as originally built, the dining room also had a side window, like most in the house a conventional sash type with a stone lintel over the top. The Rectory had not been occupied for long when, it is believed on the orders of the Rev. Henry Bull, that window was taken out and the opening bricked up. As Harry Price was later to comment, the blocked-up window rather spoilt the balance of the building on that side.


  This window looked out onto the driveway and as to why it was blocked up, the writer will elaborate in due course.


  Another curious feature of the place were the heavy iron bars on several windows on the ground floor. These were apparently not as one might suppose to keep out burglars, for in a quiet area like Borley in those days there would have been little need for such precautions, especially as the other ground floor rooms had substantial internal shutters. Rather, the iron bars were supposedly there for the purpose of preventing young maidservants from receiving the attentions of suitors or boyfriends, or slipping out for elicit rendezvous, when they should have been in bed asleep. The kitchen, kitchen passage, the scullery, larder and dairy windows were all barred in this fashion.


  How much truth there was in the popular belief as to the barring of these windows is hard to say, but Victorian ideas on servants' behaviour were often strict, despite the fact that the social behaviour of the employers sometimes left much to be desired.


  From barred windows to bells!


  Another interesting item, and one of very few relics of Borley Rectory to have survived the years since the fire, was the big Rectory bell. This hung from a bracket high up on the wall overlooking the internal courtyard and was positioned roughly over the top of the kitchen passage doorway. Originally it had a long bell rope, which would have reached nearly to the ground, but by the time Harry Price came upon the scene, the rope had gone, rendering the bell officially inoperative; but according to some reports, this did not prevent the bell from sounding of its own volition and under curious circumstances. Of these happenings, more later.


  The exact purpose of the Rectory bell in that position could be said to be something of a mystery. There were, of course, stables at the rear of the Rectory, but a stable bell is more usually placed over the stable roof in a little cupola, or hung from a bracket under the eaves.


  So why, if it was a stable bell, was that at Borley hung in the inner courtyard of the Rectory? Of course, if the bell was installed when the house was first built, then that courtyard could well have served as the family's carriage yard, with the bell being rung to inform the Bulls' coachman that the carriage was required. However, once the courtyard was, to all intents and purposes, blocked off by the later extension, one would think that the bell would have been moved accordingly.


  Various other possibilities present themselves. It could, perhaps, have been used to summon the Rector from the church when he might have been pottering around therein. Alternatively, it could have served as a meal bell within the Rectory grounds, to call in the various members of the family, especially in the summertime when folks might be walking around in far parts of the great garden. One wonders whether the blocked-in nature of the courtyard might not have muffled the effect to some extent, although it has been more than once suggested that the shape of the Rectory caused sounds to be amplified and carried, though the writer will make some personal observations about this point later on.


  So much then for the Rectory bell and its purpose. After belonging to Harry Price for several years, having been given to him by Captain Gregson during the demolition, it now reposes at Peter Underwood's house in Bentley, Hampshire.


  Inside the Rectory, the dining room and the drawing room both possessed features that were of more than passing interest. In the dining room was to be found perhaps the most prominent and unusual interior item. The bricked-up window has already been referred to, but the real eye-stopper was the fireplace.


  It was a heavily carved marble monstrosity, but what made it especially interesting was that on each of the side columns was carved a monk's head, one hooded and one not. The significance of these lay in the once popular belief that Borley Rectory occupied a site on which had once stood a monastery. Arguments about this have rumbled on for years and the writer will deal with this controversy later on. Whatever the truth behind the idea of a Borley monastery, the dining room fireplace at Borley Rectory certainly did reflect the idea in very solid form.
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  The dining room fireplace: note the carved monks' heads


  It is said to have come from the Great Exhibition of 1851, though if so, where it had been in the intervening years was anybody's guess. It was of Italian origin, as was the one in the drawing room.


  The drawing room fireplace was of similar peculiarity, but minus any carved monks' heads, and was of coloured inlaid marble. It looked something like an arched portcullis in shape and was entirely typical of some of the more preposterous bits of Victorian interior design.


  Another notable room in the house was the now famous Blue Room, which was the upstairs front bedroom overlooking the glass-roofed verandah. This room was interesting, not because of any structural feature, but because of the phenomena reportedly experienced in it, and seen in the remains of it after the fire. It also featured in one of the many stories connected with the Rectory, that of the 'Screaming Girl', which was briefly mentioned in passing by Harry Price in his first book about Borley Rectory. I will elaborate on that in due course.


  We finally turn to the chapel. This oddity, the room over the porch with its steeple roof, was first used as a bathroom but some time after the end of the Bull era a later rector, the Rev. Lionel Foyster, turned it into a tiny chapel. This curiosity in turn created another, in that in order to provide a replacement bathroom an adjoining bedroom was commandeered for the purpose, resulting in the rather unusual combination of a bathroom with a fireplace.
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  Borley Rectory in June 1929


  In the strange history of Borley Rectory the big garden was to play its own curious part, just as odd as events in the Rectory itself.


  The top section from the Rectory itself to roughly the point where the second bungalow from the corner stands today was the lawn. From there, the garden became a wooded copse, crossed about halfway down by a tiny pond-cum-stream.


  Aside from the upper and lower drive gateways, there appear to have been two other gateways into the grounds from the lane. These two gateways, with their curious stone wings, still survive, now somewhat broken up and on two different properties. It is this last fact that suggests that they were at one time part of the Rectory grounds. The gates that they sport are, however, not original or even very old.


  One the side of the garden nearest the road, the lawn was screened by the Cedars of Lebanon, whilst on the other side was a low boundary wall, now gone, together with more trees, also now largely gone.


  Part of the garden has often been thought to occupy the site of an old plague pit, a burial ground for the victims of that awful pestilence that carried off a goodly proportion of the population of the Home Counties.


  There were two rather interesting structures in the garden, together with one other curiosity. At the top of the lawn, fairly close to the lower drive gate, stood a large rustic octagonal summerhouse, which faced out towards the far side of the garden, giving an unimpeded view. It was built around a solid centre pole of timber around which was fixed a table.
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  The octagonal summerhouse


  The inside perimeter of the summerhouse was supplied with stout wooden garden seats in which Henry Bull and his son Harry are said to have sat for many a long hour, smoking their pipes and, so it is said, watching for one of the strange figures seen at Borley Rectory.


  Further down, right at the foot of the copse, was another smaller summerhouse, an ornate and rather pleasing little Victorian Gothic structure, open at the sides and with a roof rather reminiscent of the lid of an old-fashioned tea caddy. In this, Harry Bull used to sit to commune with the spirits we are told, often at all sorts of odd hours. Both these summerhouses survived the fire of 1939, but during the following couple of years or so some army personnel who tried to use the grounds as a billet pulled down the small summerhouse. It would seem that the big summerhouse was demolished not long afterwards.


  Now we turn to the curious oddity mentioned earlier. One of the most amusing aspects of Harry Bull's tenure at the Rectory was the huge entourage of pet cats that he kept, amounting to about 32 of them in all. He is said to have known them all by name and it must have been more than a little comic to see them all follow him about the Rectory. It was Harry's cats that gave rise to the oddity mentioned earlier, because as they died they were buried in a little pet's cemetery located in the copse. Each of the graves has its own little memorial board, inscribed with the name of the departed moggy. Rollo, Sandy and Gem were just three of this great brigade of cats. This cemetery was the scene of another of Borley Rectory's curious goings-on, as will be related later.


  It should just be mentioned that when the Rectory was first built, the grounds also included the land that butted onto the far side of the garden, but this was all eventually turned over to farmland and orchard, and indeed it remains agricultural land to this day. A great pity has been the removal of many of the trees that used to surround both the Rectory itself and the lawn. These trees, the Cedars of Lebanon, under which Margaret Wilson was later to be buzzed by a curious flying insect as she sat painting a picture of the Rectory, gave the building its secluded atmosphere.


  The writer has, it is hoped, sufficiently described the house and garden to enable the reader to relate the strange catalogue of events to the appropriate locations and draw as much atmosphere from these descriptions and the accompanying illustrations as can be portrayed in an account written long after the events occurred.


  To make a complete description, it now remains to picture the stable cottage that stood behind the Rectory, and which had its share of rather strange happenings. It is this cottage that still stands today. This cottage does appear to be Victorian, and several folk over the years have assumed that it was built at the same time as the Rectory itself but, belying exterior appearances, the stable cottage is rather older. The 1841 tithe map and the 1839 tithe list tell us that the building was on that site before the big Rectory was built and some photographs of it show signs of its having been altered to blend into the new Bull rectory. One illustration of it in The Ghosts of Borley shows the garden side of the cottage, with its little porch, and immediately above this there is visible evidence of a bricked-up gateway. In its earlier form, the coach bay was in the bottom, with the living accommodation over the top. The Bull sisters are said to have related that the family carriage was stored in the ground floor, the stables being at the end of the cottage nearest the farm, and at right angles to the cottage itself. These buildings have also largely disappeared, leaving the cottage as the only solid surviving relic of the former Rectory establishment.


  The stable cottage now boasts a large outward extension upon the garden side, which although a modern addition blends well with the rest of the property. The same cannot be said, however, for the ugly blockhouse-type dormer extension on the upper storey. At the time of writing, the building had double glazing and was owned by a Colonel Dorey, so once again the Rectory site housed a military gentleman.


  The evidence in the Essex County Archives clearly indicates that the cottage is older than popularly supposed, or as described by estate agents. It certainly seems to be contemporary with the old Herringham rectory, which was demolished to make way for Henry Bull's massive pile.


  


  CHAPTER 3


  The Hauntings ... 1863 to 1927


  If Borley Rectory itself was in many ways a curious great barn of a place, in architectural terms, then what is alleged to have happened in and around the building can be described as little short of extraordinary.


  The long sequence of strange happenings is said to have culminated in the Rectory becoming, at the height of the disturbances, almost uninhabitable. It would seem that little time elapsed after Henry Bull and his family moved into the Rectory before people who stayed there realised that something about the house 'wasn't quite right'. That the Bull family lived there, apparently unconcerned, from 1863 to 1927 can perhaps be partly explained by the family's attitude to the strange events and by the fact that the Bull children came to accept them as just part of life in the house, though the various sisters were not above being caught by surprise on some occasions.


  In particular, two features about the Rectory that persisted throughout its existence were the stillness of the house, far more so than would normally be the case in such a large building filled with so many people, and its rather uncanny habit of appearing cold whatever the outside temperature might be. It should be mentioned in connection with this that admittedly the Rectory was a pest of a house to heat properly in the winter months, partly because of its clumsy interior layout, but its chillness was often apparent in warm weather too.


  The stillness of the house was the more noticeable feature. In a place of such size one would expect, especially at night, to hear all sorts of creaks and groans, chiefly from contracting or expanding joists or floorboards and rafters, or from doors unwittingly left ajar so that they squeaked. At Borley Rectory, however, the place seemed always to be dead still. However, many noises were heard in the house that seemed to have no physical cause.


  Some items did produce regular noises of course, in particular the water pump, which by all accounts was a very noisy contraption. There are those who suggest that the pump was responsible for many of the sounds reported as being paranormal, but wouldn't a person normally search for the source of such a noise if they did not know where it was coming from?


  We turn now to the specific incidents at the Rectory, beginning with some that occurred during the heyday of the house.


  To begin with, a curious incident involving two of the Bull sisters is reported to have happened when they were young children. They were standing by one of the Rectory gates with a family maid in attendance, and as they stood looking out over the countryside, they saw a couple of their local friends walking across one of the fields. There would have been nothing unusual about this, except that walking a little way in front of them was a young girl whom neither of the girls recognised as being local. We are told that later the two sisters met their two friends and asked who it was that had been out walking with them earlier. The response was that there had been nobody else in the field with them, nor had they met up with anyone else on the way. The stranger in the field appeared to be dressed all in white.


  Mention of this odd incident brings the author to another less certain occurrence, thought by some to be connected with the girl in the field. This episode, not in itself a psychic occurrence but rather the theoretical cause of one that happened very much later, came to light when it was told to Harry Price by a Sudbury man, early on in his investigation.


  What is alleged to have happened is this. Not long after the Rectory was built, a girl was supposedly seen dangling perilously from the outside sill of the Blue Room window, screaming her head off. She is said to have then lost her hold, crashed through the glass roof of the verandah to the stone steps below and been killed. It was this incident that Harry Price himself seemed less than satisfied with, for no evidence to explain it had come to light by that time, 1929, and Harry Price himself recorded in his first book that he could find no evidence to substantiate this peculiar tale, and on that incomplete note he left the incident.


  The idea behind this incident was that the girl, whoever she was, had been in some way assaulted by somebody in the Blue Room and, in trying to evade her tormentor, fell out of the window, vainly trying to grab hold of the sill to save herself. Though the incident may appear rather far-fetched, we will take some time at a later stage to examine the possibilities and investigate the actual historical feasibility of the kind of incident described.


  The supposed connections between this incident and the strange girl in the field, seen by the young Bull sisters, are twofold. The girl in the field is said to have been dressed in white, though some versions of the incident have it as being blue, and curiously enough, many long years later, after the fire at the Rectory, a girl dressed seemingly in either pale buff or pale blue was reported being seen standing at what had been the Blue Room window, but under the most bizarre circumstances.


  Now other incidents. One of the most frequent and doubtless most annoying of the Rectory's odd phenomena was the persistent and seemingly pointless ringing of the servant bells when no member of the family had rung for a servant. It has been suggested, in the highly critical book called The Haunting of Borley Rectory, by E. J. Dingwall, K. M. Goldney and T. H. Hall, that mice were responsible for the incidents, getting among the rafters and bouncing on and off the bell wires, though this seems to have been fairly well disproved by the point that bells which had had their pull wires cut to stop the nuisance continued to function from time to time.


  One of the earliest of these incidents was when one of the Bull sisters, thought to have been Ethel, was alone in the house. For no apparent reason, every bell in the house starting ringing at once. Following upon this, the sound of rushing water was heard inside the Rectory, again without any explanation. This was even more weird than the bell-ringing, because the Rectory not only had no mains water supply, but no interior piping either, until after the end of the Bull family's days in the place, when a later Rector, the Rev. Guy Smith, spent a considerable sum of money having the archaic facilities improved. We must now turn to other curious happenings.


  Cases of actual physical assault in poltergeist incidents or allegedly by ghosts are extremely rare, though not entirely unknown, but one of the Bull sisters, whilst asleep in bed was woken up by having her face slapped. Nobody was in the room with her at that time, and again no one could make any sense of the occurrence.


  Other phenomena involved the same sister for some time. Each night as she was about to retire to bed, there would come a series of loud rapping noises on her bedroom door. After that, loud bangs and crashes would be heard in the house but, as with much else at Borley Rectory, nobody could ever make any sense of these incidents.


  The most persistent feature of all was that of strange heavy footsteps which always seemed to occur at times when there was nobody in those parts of the house from which the sounds appeared to come. This phenomenon lasted from the time the Rectory was built until demolition men pulled down the remains of its gutted shell during the closing months of the Second World War.


  During the Bull sisters' childhood years, perhaps about the time of the 'girl in white' incident, each night around half past ten the girls would hear the sound of footsteps passing their bedroom door, walking along the landing and stopping outside the night nursery. When the footsteps stopped, three taps would be heard and then all would be quiet, save for those nights when the loud crashing sounds could be heard.


  Then there was the visit by a relative. He was put up in one of the bedrooms but afterwards he flatly refused to sleep there again. As to why, regrettably he did not elaborate.


  An often-reported mystery was that of lights being seen in rooms that were locked or otherwise out of use. This was reported time and again by numerous people, over many years. It should be remembered that throughout its existence, even up to 1939, the Rectory was illuminated entirely by oil lamps. It was never wired for electricity, nor was there gas.
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  The Rectory as seen from the tower of Borley Church


  These, then, were some of the early occurrences at the Rectory. We pass now to several strange happenings more precisely dated. The experiences of a one-time headmaster of the well-known Colchester Grammar School illustrate the curiosities of Borley Rectory at that time.


  During his time as a student at Wadham College, Oxford, young Harry Bull made the acquaintance of P. Shaw Jeffrey, who was later to become headmaster of Colchester Grammar School. As a result of their friendship, Shaw Jeffrey spent at least one summer vacation, possibly two, at Borley Rectory as a guest. When he recounted his experiences many years after, as an old man of venerable years, although he was unable to recall the year or years of his visit, his memory of some curious incidents at the Rectory were fresh enough.


  Among other oddities, he recalled stones falling about inside the house. He also heard a horse-drawn carriage more than once, and records a nun having been spotted by other members of the Bull family while he was at the Rectory. There had been about 17 in the family at that time, though it seems that perhaps some of these might have been cousins from the Pentlow arm of the family, because there were reportedly only about 14 Borley members as such.


  On one occasion, Shaw Jeffrey had removed his boots before retiring to bed, and left them near his bed, on the floor. The following morning he found them on top of a wardrobe. Also while he was at Borley Rectory, a French dictionary in his possession went missing. He was later disturbed in his sleep by a loud 'clump' and there on the floor was his dictionary.


  Another of the many people to recall strange events at Borley Rectory before 1900 was Elizabeth Byford, whose family served at the Bulls' for a very long time. One of them had been the Bulls' coachman at one time.


  As a young girl, she was a maid at Borley Rectory for one brief month in 1886, and 43 years later in 1929 she related her experiences in a letter to Harry Price. During the year in question, Elizabeth was employed as an under nursemaid and was duly allotted a room in the Rectory, a room which, she was informed, was haunted. Knowing that a couple of the ladies of the house had been sleeping in that room only a little while before, she ignored the comments and went about her business. About a fortnight after starting work, she was woken in the middle of the night, hearing what sounded distinctly like some person walking along the corridor towards her room, and making a noise as if wearing carpet slippers. It was the routine for Elizabeth to be called by the head nursemaid at 6 am and, no doubt still half-asleep; she thought that was who it was. But nobody knocked or entered her room and in spite of the other servants making light of her experience when she mentioned it the next morning, she began to feel most unsettled and, not very long after, she gave up her post and left.


  As Harry Price commented in The Most Haunted House in England, were it not for the fact that the footsteps phenomenon was experienced and reported by countless numbers of people, Elizabeth Byford's experience could have been dismissed as the result of her own imagination arising from stories she had heard about the hauntings.


  Her report actually served to confirm and strengthen the evidence for the mystery of the strange footsteps. Among those who heard them over a period of very many years, one could mention several of the Bull sisters, Guy Smith and his wife, members of the Cambridge Commission who investigated Borley during the Second World War, and various other people including James Turner's wife, when they lived in Borley Cottage after the Second World War.


  Another fairly commonplace occurrence was that of footsteps heard in the road outside the Rectory when there was nobody in sight. One of Harry Bull's brothers, Walter, was for much of his life away at sea, but on at least 50 occasions during visits to Borley he had heard the sound of somebody following him along the road outside the Rectory, but there was never anyone in the area to account for the noise.


  Ethel, one of the sisters, was also the victim of a number of rather disconcerting experiences. During one of these occasions, she was alone in an upstairs passageway when she became aware of somebody standing by her side. She turned, somewhat surprised, to see a tall dark-complexioned man, but before Ethel could collect her thoughts, the figure vanished completely. In another incident, something caused her sleep to be disturbed. She awoke to find standing by her bed a strange-looking man with a tall hat and dressed in very old-fashioned costume. It seems likely that Ethel was not the only person to see this curious figure.


  Some reports tell us that he was seen again later, sitting on the edge of the bed, whilst sometimes it is related that she felt the presence of somebody or something sitting on her bed. But it was Freda who is thought to have been one of the sisters involved in a most extraordinary incident in July 1900, when she was with her sister, Mabel. Details will be found in the special section relating to the appearances of the most famous of all Borley's ghosts.


  We turn now to the numerous strange experiences of the Rev. Henry Bull's son, Harry, or Henry Foyster Bull to give him his proper name. It is the strange things that Harry Bull experienced and talked openly about that received a lot of the often rather one-sided and rather pointless criticism in more recent years. There are those who have tried with great effort to dismiss Harry Bull as a teller of tall stories, a morbid dreamer and much else besides, yet his experiences were shared by so many others who visited or stayed at the Rectory. The writer has digressed as to Harry Bull's genuineness at this point because it is felt that he deserves at the very least the benefit of the doubt, a balanced view of him, as has, we hope, been properly applied to Price in the opening passages of this book. However, to proceed with Harry Bull's experiences:


  He succeeded his father as Rector in 1892, and occupied that post until his own death in 1927. Although he did not live in the Rectory for the whole of his life, for he spent some time in Borley Place where he was born, during his years as Rector of Borley he reported a number of strange events, perhaps the most visually unpleasant being that of a headless figure in the Rectory garden. This odd incident has been related many times in the various chronicles of Borley. In Price's first book, The Most Haunted House in England, we are told that Harry Bull had ventured out into the garden with a pet dog called Juvenal.


  Something is alleged to have disturbed the dog to the point that it began howling and cringing at something in the gloom ahead of them. Harry is said to have followed the dog's frightened stare and noticed the legs and feet of somebody standing among some shrubbery. The legs then moved into full view and, to Harry's consternation, the figure appeared headless!


  The figure then moved towards one of the garden gates, through which it passed even though the gate was closed and locked, and then disappeared from view in the vegetable garden. There have been arguments over the extent of this incident and Price's reporting of it, but the text of the notes from which Harry Price took his writings was revealed more recently by Robert J. Hastings in his own investigation of the story. The notes read as follows:


  'Harry Bull in garden one day with the retriever, Juvenal, who howled and cowered when Bull saw the legs of a man otherwise hidden by fruit trees, pass towards a small postern gate, which was kept locked, and pass through it. Someone chased the headless man through the garden who eventually disappeared in the vegetable garden.'


  An interesting sequel to this, some years later, was that in 1929 Guy Smith's maid, Mary Pearson, claimed to have chased a headless figure down the lawn until it vanished among the greenery, and in 1938/39, Captain Gregson lost two dogs, which yelped in terror at something that the Captain couldn't see in the rear courtyard, and tore off, never to be recovered. Of these events, more later.


  Harry Bull also saw a little old man standing on the Rectory lawn, pointing up at the sky with one hand and down at the ground with the other. It is said that Harry Bull recognised this strange little man from stories passed down through generations of the Bull family, as an old family gardener called Amos.


  One of the many theories about what might have happened on or near the site of Borley Rectory, years before, even suggests that old Amos had been employed at the supposed old Borley Rectory, a building that may have pre-dated even the Herringham rectory, not to be confused with Borley Place, which the late Rev. Herringham used in his later years and until his death.


  Going back over the numerous reports about a little old man seen several times near the place, one wonders whether he had any connection with the figure seen by Ethel Bull, or the man in her bedroom who so abruptly caused her to wake.


  The old-fashioned coach, with its pair of brown horses, was another phenomenon that Harry Bull reportedly saw or heard on more than one occasion. He is said to have seen it once being driven by a headless driver. On another occasion, as he was returning to the Rectory, he heard the clatter of a horse-drawn vehicle approaching at some speed after dark. He stood into the side of the road; doubtless expecting to see a vehicle rattle past, but instead only the noise of it passed him. Of the vehicle and its horses or driver, there was nothing whatever to be seen!


  One night, as is related in The Ghosts of Borley, the servant bells all started ringing of their own accord and, puzzled by the sudden commotion, Harry Bull came downstairs, candle in hand and wrapped in a plum-red dressing gown. The bells worried him greatly and he is said to have feared that they were an omen of some misfortune about to befall himself or his family.


  Oddly enough, it seems that almost anyone who stayed long at the Rectory suffered either from ill health or from a relatively short life. Henry Bull died in the Rectory at the age of 59, and Harry Bull died at 64 from cancer, both men passing away in the Blue Room. Guy Smith, Harry's successor at Borley, seemed to have escaped ill health but his wife Mabel was ill for a time, just one factor that helped drive the Smiths out of the Rectory.


  Lionel Foyster, the next Rector, spent much of his tenure crippled with arthritis and his wife appeared to have suffered periodic bouts of collapsing, though these episodes had some curious aspects, not least being the fact that in spite of everything Mrs Foyster outlasted them all, eventually dying in 1992, aged 93. A little baby she cared for at Borley died when only a few weeks old, and of course, Harry Price, who spent 18 years working on the Borley case, eventually died from a heart attack in 1948 though not at Borley Rectory, but there is some evidence that he was taken ill once when actually in the Rectory one night in 1929.


  


  


  CHAPTER 4


  The Nun Makes her Appearance


  I have reserved for this special section the most spectacular of all the strange spectral figures of Borley Rectory, the curious Catholic Sister of Mercy, a title that presents some problems in the tracing of her identity.


  Not long after the Rectory was completed, the Bull family began to be puzzled and to some extent pestered by the figure of a holy sister who took to staring in at the family through the side window of the dining room, with her face pressed close to the glass, when they were at their meals. In time, Henry Bull is said to have grown tired of this novelty and to have given instructions for the side window to be taken out and the opening bricked up.


  This window overlooked the outside driveway and it has been suggested that it was blocked up due to lack of privacy owing to people looking or trying to look through the window from the road. That sounds reasonable enough until one notices that not only was that window well back from the road but it was also partly obscured by shrubs and would, except in bright sunlight from the direction of the lawn, show only a rather fuzzed reflection to a casual passer-by.


  It is sometimes suggested that there were times when bright light in the right quarter would shine on the strange marble fireplace in the dining room and there are those who have theorised that the nun was staring at that because of the monks' heads carved on its side columns and not at the family. Whatever the truth of the matter, the side window was indeed bricked up and remained so for the rest of the Rectory's existence. One might initially think of the Window Tax, a long-forgotten source of revenue to the Exchequer but, as Harry Price pointed out in The Most Haunted House in England, the window tax went the way of most redundant statutes in 1851, 12 years before the Bull Rectory was built. The tax would have been in force during Herringham's time, so was that why he wouldn't use the old Rectory? It is conceivable that the old Herringham rectory (not to be confused with Borley Place) had more windows than Herringham was willing to pay for, moving him to abandon it as derelict.


  There is some circumstantial evidence, admittedly based on a second-hand account, of a nun being seen at Borley before the building of the Bull Rectory in 1863. Of this, however, there is but the most scanty detail, but as to the coming of the nun upon the scene after 1863, that is a very different matter and indeed from the time of Henry Bull onwards she has become the central character of the whole drama. Following upon the incidents of the figure at the window, the strange nun began to appear frequently upon the far side of the garden, the track that she seemed most often to follow, which ultimately acquired the name of 'The Nun's Walk'.


  She usually seemed to appear in the top far corner of the garden and then would drift along that side of the garden before disappearing from view among the tangle of the copse below the lawn. In due course, there appeared at the top of the garden near the road the now famous octagonal summerhouse and it is popularly supposed that Henry Bull had this built so that he and his son Harry could sit and watch for the nun to appear.


  Every so often, it would seem, she obliged and sometimes remained in view for several seconds. One might be inclined to smile indulgently now at the story of the summerhouse, since such structures were common in Victorian gardens, but the fact that both men saw the nun, as did others at the Rectory, now seems to be widely accepted. In addition to her usual path by the far side of the lawn, she was sometimes seen in the road outside the Rectory and, as Edward Cooper of the stable cottage discovered during the First World War, she also drifted across the rear yard and out through the upper gate on to the road. As far as can be ascertained, however, she was never seen inside the Rectory or the stable cottage.


  [image: ]


  The elements steadily claimed the ruined Rectory


  About 1900, Harry Bull claimed to have been followed by the nun from the church to the Rectory entrance. Having initially dithered as to whether to leave the porch door open, supposedly for her to enter, he decided against it. However, possibly the most spectacular happening of all, concerning the nun, came in the summer of 1900. On July 28 of that year, two of the Bull sisters were returning to the Rectory from a summer party. Reports as to which of the girls were involved vary, Price stating Freda and Mabel Bull in his second book.


  They entered the copse by one of the bottom gateways and proceeded up through the greenery towards the Rectory. They had barely cleared the trees at the foot of the lawn when, there in front of them, over on the far side of the garden, stood the grey figure of a holy sister, sometimes stated to have been fumbling at a string of beads with her head bent down. The sight stopped the two girls in their tracks. There was something most odd about the look of the figure. Exactly what happened next has been argued over since, but the version of events usually told is that one of the girls gathered up her skirts and scuttled into the Rectory to fetch another sister. It is thought to have been Elizabeth, usually known in the family as 'Dodie', part of whose private diary is still in existence. She came out with her incredulous sister and snorted 'A ghost - nonsense!' and promptly walked towards the figure.


  Harry Price tells us that the figure, which had been gliding slowly along the side of the lawn, stopped, turned to face the girls and then vanished. Price's reporting of the incident, which he based upon an interview with the sisters at Chilton Lodge, Cornard, in 1929, tells us that the figure displayed a facial expression of intense grief, but later the sisters are said to have recalled that only two of them saw the figure and not in perfect light, and also not closely enough to see its face, but they always maintained that the nun was there and that, after stopping where it was for a moment or two, it turned to face the Rectory before vanishing from view. It is just worth mentioning that others since have made remarks about the figure's apparently miserable facial expression, some claiming to have noticed traces of tears upon the spectre's face.


  It was in the autumn of 1927 that the nun made another rather curious and spectacular appearance, this time unfortunately only witnessed by one person. At that time the Rectory was empty, for Harry Bull had died in June, and presumably Mrs Bull had given up the place, because there seems to be no mention of her after Harry's death. His sisters had been gone since 1920, having moved to Cornard, and Harry Bull's successor, Guy Smith, had yet to come.


  During this time, there came upon the scene a journeyman carpenter named Fred Cartwright, who at the time was lodging in Sudbury whilst engaged on repairing some farm buildings between Borley and Clare, which had, and still has, an order of monks. To reach his place of work, Fred had to come through Borley early each morning and would normally pass the Rectory just as it was getting light. On his second day of walking to work by this route, Fred had walked up the hill from the direction of the railway as he had on his first morning.


  This time, as he approached the lower drive gate of the Rectory, he noticed standing at the gate, a holy sister dressed in what has often been stated to have been the habit of a Sister of Mercy, though there is a query attached to this description. Apart from wondering what she was doing there at such an early hour, Fred saw nothing particularly unusual about the figure, and walked on.


  For the next three mornings, he saw no sign of the figure but on the fourth day there stood the nun, this time seemingly asleep where she stood, with her eyes tightly shut. Again, momentarily curious as to why she was standing there, Cartwright shrugged his shoulders and went on his way. A week went by and then there she was again, only this time as the carpenter passed, she appeared to be not only exhausted but also looked ill.


  Fred Cartwright was by now somewhat puzzled and, thinking that something was wrong with the nun, he made to turn back but the nun had disappeared. Thinking that she had gone inside the Rectory, he walked on. On the following Friday morning he saw the nun again, for the last time. As he came up the lane towards the Rectory, there she was by the same gate and this time Fred decided to speak to her but before he reached the spot, she had vanished without a trace. One moment she was there, the next instant ... nothing! Thoroughly bemused, Fred pushed open the gate and walked up the whole length of the Rectory driveway looking for the nun, but she was nowhere to be seen.
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