THE “LADY IN BLACK” STUMPED THE SKEPTICS


William James, the great psychologist, once wrote: “In fact, were I asked to point to a scientific journal where hard-headedness and never-sleeping suspicion of sources of error might be seen in their full bloom, I think I should have to fall back on the Proceedings of the Society for Psychical Research”. The recent “exposure” of the “ghosts” of Borley Rectory (England’s “Most Haunted House”, see FATE, October 1951), published under the auspices of the S.P.R., and the hyper-skeptical “Physical Theory of ‘Poltergeists’” formulated by its President, the distinguished parapsychologist G.W. Lambert (see FATE, May 1956), go far to substantiate William James’ evaluation. 


But it is from these same Proceedings, published by the oldest society of “ghost-hunters” (a body that “does not hold or express corporate views,” and that in 1957 celebrated its Diamond Jubilee), that we draw one of the strongest existing cases for the reality of ghosts.


At least three past Presidents of the S.P.R. were impressed by this evidence: Professor R.H. Thouless said: “The best study of an apparitional haunting is still the report of the ‘Morton’ ghost...”; and the late G.N.M. Tyrrell called this case “one of the best observed and best authenticated ghost-cases on record...” Often named as the Society’s finest philosopher, the author of the word “telepathy”, F.W.H. Myers considered it to be “in some respects one of the most remarkable and best authenticated instances of ‘haunting’ on record...” (Human Personality and Its Survival of Bodily Death, vol. II, pp. 388-89). 


As reported (Record of a Haunted House, by Miss R.C. Morton, Proceedings, S.P.R., vol VIII, pp. 311-332), the story goes as follows: 

A Captain Morton (pseudonym), with wife, children and servants---a family “unusually free” of morbid fears or superstitions, according to Mr. Myers, who covered the case for ten years moved into a typical Victorian house in England; a square and commonplace structure, it had more than a dozen rooms in three floors and basement, besides a spacious garden and orchard. About three months later, on a still night in June 1882, something uncanny stepped over their threshold.


The Captain’s daughter Rose, a science student preparing to be a physician, had gone up to the third floor, but was not yet in bed when she heard something at the entrance of her room. Supposing it to be her mother, she took her candle, went to the door and opened it. There was no one there. Perplexed, she stopped out into the dark passage leading off into the gloom, towards the stairway. Her mother was nowhere to be seen. And then, on moving a bit along the passage, the young lady could make out, in the feeble candlelight ahead, a strange figure waiting at the head of the stairs. She saw a tall lady, garbed in black, holding a handkerchief to her face.

Curious, Miss Morton watches the figure, wondering who it could be; and when the “tall lady” began to descend the stairs, she followed, at a respectable distance. But suddenly all was blackness—the bit of candle had burned itself out. Blinded in the dark, she could no longer see the departing intruder, but she could hear a slight sound as of soft woollen garments moving away on the stairs below.


More than once, in nights to follow, Miss Morton heard slight pushes on her bedroom door, and detected the soft, slow steady tread of footsteps on linoleum in the passageway beyond. On looking out, she could see the same mysterious figure moving off into the gloom towards the stairs. She soon discovered that the spectral visitor travelled a regular route: along the passageway from the bedroom, down the stairs to the ground floor, remaining a while in the drawing-room, usually beside a bow window, afterwards leaving by a passage to the garden door, then disappearing. Once, when ahead of the “ghost”, Miss Morton entered the drawing-room first, hoping to arrest its attention; and when “the lady in black entered, passed by, and halted beside a sofa, the witness stepped over to her, asking if she could be of help. The unknown figure started as if about to speak, gasped slightly and moved away to disappear. Still later, Miss Morton tried to touch the ghost, but its movements eluded her until, when cornered once or twice, it simply disappeared on the spot.


Closer observation showed the black-clad figure to be a lady in widows weeds, appropriately dressed, with only a portion of hair and brow revealed. After her initial sensations of curiosity and awe abated, and as she watched the ghost repeatedly, Miss Morton came to recognize a “feeling of loss” upon its approach. Though anxious to discover the meaning of this mysterious intrusion, she wisely spoke to on one of her experiences during this period, except to a distant friend who in turn did not relate them until years later.

After some time, her sister, Mrs. K, visited the family; and, as the latter recounted for Mr. Myers, while coming down the stairs early one autumn evening, she saw a tall figure in black move through the hall and into the drawing-room, pushing open the door as it entered. This seemed to be a very substantial person, and, noting the long veil, she supposed it to be a Sister of Mercy, until, on remarking of this, she was surprised to learn of the family that no visitor had called; and investigation showed no such person was about. Even so, Mrs. K. testified, she was not then told of any other appearance in the house; and nothing further was said. 

Another time, the household was disturbed by an afrighted housemaid’s announcement that “someone had got into the house...” The description of this intruder agreed tolerably with the apparition secretly known to Miss Morton, and, of course, a search revealed nothing. 


In his signed testimony, Captain Morton’s son recalled that on one occasion he and a school chum were playing outside the drawing-room windows.  On looking up, both saw what they took to be a stranger inside the room, seated by a table at the window in full light. It appeared to be a tall lady dressed in black, her right hand holding a handkerchief to her face. Mrs. Brown, a parlourmaid, remembered the incident, and how the boys “ran up” to Mrs. Morton’s room where Miss Rose “laughed it off”.


Again, one of the Morton girls happened to mention that she was passed by someone on the stairs, but no one would admit to it, while the description of the passerby tallied with what miss Morton had seen in the passageway that night.


After a while unaccounted footsteps grew in frequency and volume throughout the house, so that soon complains were heard, as when, on the night of 2 August 1884, three of the Morton sisters, the cook, and Mrs. K. heard them pass and repass their bedroom doors. Questioning elicited no normal explanation, but the cook told Miss Morton she had heard the footsteps and had seen something on the stairs when she had risen to draw hot water, while everyone else was in bed. She had seen “a lady in widow’s fress, tall and slight, with her face hidden in a handkerchief held in her right hand”.


Four days later a neighbor boy arrived to inquire about Miss Morton’s married sister. His father had seen a tall lady in black, wearing a bonnet with a veil, a handkerchief held to her face, crying in the Morton orchard. On learning it was not the sister, the neighbor, General A., and the Morton family to whom he repeated his experience, stood watch that evening in hopes of seeing the “ghost” again. But nothing unusual was seen; in fact, the recorder observes that whenever a watch was set and expectations ran high, nothing out of the ordinary was observed (contrary to what one might expect if the skeptic’s beloved “suggestion-and-expectation” theory applicable). Nevertheless, that night about 2 a.m., a sister and the brother-in-law heard mysterious footsteps ascending and descending the stairs (the footsteps of the “ghost” were “very characteristic” and “not at all” like those of the living inhabitants).


Several times the family dog, a large retrieve kept in the kitchen at night, was discovered “in a state of terror” when morning came. Later, a small terrier was permitted to roam the house and sleep on Miss Morton’s bed. Her notes showed that on October 27, 1887, while suffering from an attack of rheumatism, “and very disinclined to move”, the terrier jumped up and sniffed at the door on hearing the familiar footsteps outside. On more than one occasion the dog raced to the foot of the stairs, its tail wagging, jumping as if to greet someone standing there; but it would then suddenly sulk away, tail lowered, trembling, and hide beneath a sofa.


Other sounds joined the footsteps: heavier steps, like those of a man in boots; a treading that lasted hours into the night, several times weekly; a noise like “scuffling and knocking”; something that sounded like heavy bodies falling—like “something being dragged overhead on the top story”. A noise was heard like “someone running” outside the back door, but on looking nothing was seen to account for it. Visitors, new servants (kept in ignorance of the going-on, lest they take fright and desert on arrival), and persons who know nothing about the “ghosts” or her signs—in all about 20 persons, including the family—, heard the incredible footsteps. But most disturbing were the noises like door handles turning. A new servant, terrified by bumps against her door, was convinced burglars were breaking into the room. Another suffered an attack of paralysis, attributing it to terror brought on by the sight of her bedroom door handle slowly turning—it “was not a mere slip of the handle”, she told Myers, for the “door was locked” and the handle was firm “and never slipped of itself”.

On a night in July 1886, Mrs. Morton and her maid, half-way down the stairs to investigate loud noises in the morning-room, saw a bright light in the hall beneath. Alarmed, they summoned one of the daughters, and all went to look, but found the entrances fastened and everything normal. On passing to her room, the daughter learned that two of her sisters had not only heard the noises but had also seen the “flames of a candle”—no candle or bearer being visible—traverse the room. Soon the sisters were joined in conversation by two maids and then all five heard footsteps treading the landing between their opened doors. Something described as “a cold wind” accompanied the steps, though the flames of their candles never wavered. After some tramping on the stairs—during which time nothing abnormal could be seen—the steps ceased for the night.

Miss Morton saw the apparition many times; others observed it repeatedly, one of her sisters, for example, seeing it on about ten occasions. The cook recounted seeing the figures in the garden. The parlourmaid testified she saw it as she turned around from opening the dining-room shutter one sunny morning. The gardener said he saw the lady in black on the balcony early one morning several days later. The visiting charwoman, while waiting in the hall for her pay one summer evening, chanced to see the “ghost”, whom she mistook for a household guest—until it suddenly vanished. She had heard of the “ghost”, but told Myers (then Secretary of the S.P.R.), “it never struck me that this figure could be a ghost—it looked so like an ordinary person”.

Likewise, the parlourmaid related how she and “Lizzie, a new cook”—who had “heard nothing of the ghost”—suddenly saw a figure “dressed in black” pass them in the basement hallway. Neither said anything until later, when it was found they had seen “just the same thing”.

Once, Mrs. K. and Miss Morton, together looked out the drawing-room window, saw the apparition walking about on the balcony in the dusk and gas-light. And on an occasion when one of the sisters saw the lady in black in the drawing-room, a second entered, saw the figure there and observed it until it departed, going out the doorway into a passage, and disappearing by the garden door. A third sister came in to say she had seen the figure on the steps outside; and finally all three sisters went outdoors, when Mrs. K. called from a window on the upper story to say that she had just seen the figure pass over the lawn and along towards the orchard.

Seeing the frequency of these appearances, Miss. R.C. Morton decided upon a series of experiments. Before retiring, she suspended strings across the stairway, attached so that they could scarcely be seen or felt, yet would drop at the slightest contact with a passing body. Twice she saw the figure pass through these barriers without disturbing them. At other times it would appear in the closed room. Yet the apparition always intercepted the light and, until about 1886, appeared so “solid and life-like” that, when seen, it was often mistaken for a living person. Later, however, it gradually became indistinct, and its appearances grew less frequent, until finally, after 1889, the lady in black was apparently seen no more—though the footsteps persisted a bit longer. All those observations, plus the fact Captain Morton himself was one who was never able to sight the psychic visitant—even when another present saw her—, forced Miss. Morton to the conclusion that the figure was really not substantial.

No positive identity of the “lady in black” was ever made. However, in light of conjecture that it should have been related to a previous occupant, Miss. Morton deduced that this person could have been none other than the tragic-fated second wife of the original tenant, Mr. S.

After discovery of the haunting, the Mortons learned on inquiry that Mr. S., an Anglo-Indian, had lived there for about sixteen years after its construction. Upon the death of his first wife, for whom he bore a passionate affection, he sought to drown his sorrows in alcohol. At this piteous juncture, a second lady became his wife, perhaps hoping to cure him of his intemperance—but to no avail, for their life together degenerated into a series of quarrels and violence when she herself took to drinking heavily. Finally, after their relationship became so bitter that the husband, with no help of a local carpenter, hid his first wife’s jewels, lest the living Mrs. S. possess them, the woman left. (For the benefit of the Mortons, the carpenter re-opened the secret receptacle beneath the flooring of the “morning-room”, but found it empty). A few months later the husband died in that very room; and hardly two years later the wife died also, and her body was returned for burial in a churchyard a quarter-mile or so from the scene of strife.

The estate was sold, and, after renovating the “very dirty” house, new tenants, an elderly couple moved in. But, less than six months later, this new owner also died—“rather suddenly” one day while in the “morning-room”—; and his widow moved out, leaving the place empty for several years thereafter. During this period, it seems stories began to be told, not altogether pleasant, of things seen by strollers passing by. Someone remembered seeing a strange intruder in the house shortly after Mrs. S. was interred; and an old gardener is said to have seen “the figure of a tall lady in black in the garden”. Efforts were made, it appears, to rent the place at ridiculously low price, but there were no takers—not until agents of the late owner rented to Captain Morton, who had heard nothing unusual said of the place.

Some signs of evidence relating the apparition to the second Mrs. S. were” (A) Its special dress (even though she was a widow only after leaving the house—the dress, like the concealed face of the figure, is interpreted as a psychological construction, in the one instance denoting berevement, in the other, shame). (B) The fact that, though none of the living percipients had ever seen the living woman, others who had, identified her from the description of “the lady in black”—besides which none of the other previous inhabitants showed the same physical similarities. (C) The “violent scenes” between Mr. S. and his second wife were perhaps “echoed” psychically in the “scuffling” and “falling” and “dragging” noises heard—especially on the upper story—during the peak of the “poltergeist” phenomena. (D) The fact that, besides the conflict between the man and his wife over his first partner’s jewels, the chief disagreement had been about the management of his children by previous marriage, and that the route taken by the apparition began outside Miss. Morton’s bedroom—which was a nursery during the residence of the second Mrs. S.—and progressed to a point in the drawing-room (which is said to have been the room this Mrs. S. “especially used” and where she habitually sat).

The proximity of the woman’s grave to the site of the haunting is also something not to be altogether overlooked, in light of one occult hypothesis which suggests that the most obnoxious type of ghost (there being several types, it is clamed) is that “earthbound astral body” which proceeds from the corpse and lingers within limited distance while dissolving into imperceptibility. Similarly, the “loss” seemingly felt by Miss. Morton would doubtless be explained by an occultist on the theory that of all the household members, she alone slept in this nursery, and that this room (as once the special focus of the living Mrs. S’s. attention) was now a focus of vampirism, her occupancy having a relationship to the “ghost” somewhat similar to that between the children’s earlier occupancy and their drunken stepmother. 

Moreover, it is to be noted that it was the husband, Mr. S., who died first, and that it was also the husband, Mr. L., the next owner, who died next; so it may be that Captain Morton’s good health could be attributed in theoretical terms to his total psychic blindness, really a self-protective deficiency. One wonders if the complacency of skeptics today is not also largely a reward for “blindness”, because, while crying ostentatiously for “evidence”, they never seen “the lady in black”!

They fail to see that the record of this “haunting” is notable not only because the investigation was conducted by Mr. Myers when he was Secretary of the S.P.R., but especially because its evidence effectively refutes the favorite objections of wiseacres who scoff at poltergeists and laugh at ghosts: 

I. These critics claim that “hauntings” are usually nothing but the psychological by-products of self-suggestion sprining from a more or less prolonged state of fear, caused by mysterious household noises of physical but unsuspected origin. But the only remarkable noise known to have preceded the first apparitional appearance at the Morton’s was the altogether prosaic sound at Miss. Morton’s bedroom door; and, far from being transfixed with superstitious dread, this science student simply supposed it was her mother. Indeed, the surfeit of strange sounds followed the ghost’s earliest appearances.

II. It is argued that members of a household “see ghosts” in the house because they have been “let in on the secret” and have frightened each other with ghost stories, and that a ghost is seldom if ever observed by unwarned visitors. Yet in this case, a half-dozen or so visitors and neighbors saw the spectral “lady in black” when, so far as can be judged, they had heard nothing at all about her.

III. Likewise, it is alleged that “ghosts”, being figments of imagination, are simply vague shadowy shapes that flit silently across a deranged mental vision, featured and dressed according to the private imagination of the self-deluded percipient. But in the “Morton Case”, the ghost’s approach was heralded by footsteps, one heard her gasp, and the sound of her garments in moving; and she was so “solid and life-like” that she was repeatedly confused with the living.

IV. Again, on the same skeptical theory, objection is made that description of a ghost’s appearance and habits is a consistent pattern only when the description is molded by gossip passing from one suggestible householder to another: each successive witness experiences what he has been lef to expect. But in this case, no legend was built up during the course of a long period of haunting, for what Miss. Morton first say in June 1882 was substantially like what her uninformed sister, Mrs. K., saw later, and like what Mrs. Twining observed in 1886. In fact, in his forward to her report, Myers took pains to point out that Miss. Morton’s account did not grow in the telling. That no “secondary apparition” or other visual effects—aside from a (ghost’s candle?) light—appear in the record during ten years of haunting, is solid evidence that witnesses were notable in the record during ten years of haunting, is solid eveidence the witnesses were notably lacking in creative fancy!

But most important of all was what Mr. Myers first noted: “the phenomena as soon or heard by all the witnesses were very uniform in character—even in the numerous instances when there had been no previous communication between the percipients” (italics added). Despite the special effort to keep new servants in ignorance of the “lady in black”, and despite Miss. Morton’s initial period of secrecy (“from 1882 to 1884”), newcomers and others independently

V. Perhaps the strongest criticism confronting someone who has “seen a ghost” is that it was not seen by anyone else at the same time; and this objection is a particularly effective because solitary visions are especially vulnerable to the self-hallucination theory. But the subjective anticipations of one self-hallucinated party cannot so easily affect another. As a ghost story, the Morton record is particularly rich in instances where the mysterious visitant (or her candle?) was seen collectively. Aside from the occasion when the four sisters successively observed the lady in black passing from drawing-room to orchard, there are reported at least five experiences of collective vision—not to mention the sounds jointly witnessed, as when the five listeners heard between them “steps walking up and down the landing...”

VI. Finally, if robbed of his precious “auto-hallucination” theory, if left with nothing else, a skeptic will fall back on a charge of fraud and allege that the record was fabricated and the witnesses lied. But in the Morton case, there is an effective answer to this, and it is that Miss. Morton, Mrs. K., and Mrs. Brown—three who would have played most important parts in the conspiracy had there been any, and who would have had to have learned their parts well—agreed in their testimony that one of the earliest views of the apparition was that obtained by Mrs. K. when she thought she saw a Sister of Mercy in the drawing-room. However, any idea the Morton witnesses were coached to lie, or agreed to deceive for a ten-year-hoax, falls apart when now, for the first time, we note that, though agreeing to place this important experience during the period when no householder knew of Miss Rose Morton’s mysterious visitor, no two of the tree agreed upon the same season or even the same year when dating this event!

In fact, it is important to note that not only were none of the witnesses ever discredited, but, in the more than half-century since, not a single critic of “poltergeists” or of ghostly phenomena has succeeded in explaining away the mysterious, recalcitrant “lady in black”!

� Strangely enough, this correspondent was never able to sight the lady in black when visiting the Mortons; but once, when many miles away, she “saw” a figure in “black dress” with “dark head-gear, widow’s cuffs and handkerchief”. This was seen “telepathically” the same night on which Miss Morton first spoke to the apparition; and the record shows the details of dress were not given by Miss Morton “till afterwards”!
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