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INTRODUCTION
Thomas Huff (2009)

fascinated by creepy old horror stories. There doesn’t seem to be much in the

modern era that can match the suspense that the master storytellers of old
scribed. Now-a-days, technology has all but extinguished any fear of the unknown that
may be lurking in the dark forests on the outskirts of town, but in days-of-ol’, the
shadows, the creaks, the howls, and the whistles could send a chill up your spine.

%elcome to the 2009 Halloween Thrilogy. As many of my friends know, I am

I’ve selected a few of my favorite short stories for this year’s Thrilogy. I do not spare the
reader any sort of acclimation to these tales as we start with the grandmaster of terror
himself, Baltimore’s own Edgar Allan Poe, and one of his most morbid tales, “The Black
Cat.” The second fable is a short tale from, Ambrose Bierce, and better imagery for the
mind you will be hard pressed to find in his fantastical tale, “A Cargo of Cat.” Lastly, we
travel to the United Kingdom for a cat-free tale from M. R. James that will keep you on
edge to the very last word; “The Ash-Tree.”

Now picture yourself, if so willing, in an era before Google mapped every square foot on
this planet; before the telephone connected all the dwellers of this world; before
streetlights illuminated suburbs; before Henry Ford’s Model T replaced the horse and
carriage; and before Tesla’s magnificent inventions brought electricity to the world; to a
time when the mysterious was still mysterious.

Happy Halloween!



2009 Halloween Thrilogy

THE BLACK CAT
Edgar Allan Poe (1843)

expect nor solicit belief. Mad indeed would I be to expect it, in a case where my

very senses reject their own evidence. Yet, mad am I not—and very surely do |
not dream. But to-morrow I die, and to-day I would unburthen my soul. My immediate
purpose is to place before the world, plainly, succinctly, and without comment, a series of
mere household events. In their consequences, these events have terrified—have
tortured—have destroyed me. Yet I will not attempt to expound them. To me, they have
presented little but Horror—to many they will seem less terrible than barroques.
Hereafter, perhaps, some intellect may be found which will reduce my phantasm to the
common-place—some intellect more calm, more logical, and far less excitable than my
own, which will perceive, in the circumstances I detail with awe, nothing more than an
ordinary succession of very natural causes and effects.

W‘ or the most wild, yet most homely narrative which I am about to pen, I neither

From my infancy I was noted for the docility and humanity of my disposition. My
tenderness of heart was even so conspicuous as to make me the jest of my companions. I
was especially fond of animals, and was indulged by my parents with a great variety of
pets. With these I spent most of my time, and never was so happy as when feeding and
caressing them. This peculiarity of character grew with my growth, and in my manhood,
I derived from it one of my principal sources of pleasure. To those who have cherished
an affection for a faithful and sagacious dog, I need hardly be at the trouble of explaining
the nature or the intensity of the gratification thus derivable. There is something in the
unselfish and self-sacrificing love of a brute, which goes directly to the heart of him who
has had frequent occasion to test the paltry friendship and gossamer fidelity of mere Man.

I married early, and was happy to find in my wife a disposition not uncongenial with my
own. Observing my partiality for domestic pets, she lost no opportunity of procuring
those of the most agreeable kind. We had birds, gold-fish, a fine dog, rabbits, a small
monkey, and a cat.

This latter was a remarkably large and beautiful animal, entirely black, and sagacious to
an astonishing degree. In speaking of his intelligence, my wife, who at heart was not a
little tinctured with superstition, made frequent allusion to the ancient popular notion,
which regarded all black cats as witches in disguise. Not that she was ever serious upon
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this point—and I mention the matter at all for no better reason than that it happens, just
now, to be remembered.

Pluto—this was the cat’s name—was my favorite pet and playmate. I alone fed him, and
he attended me wherever I went about the house. It was even with difficulty that I could
prevent him from following me through the streets.

Our friendship lasted, in this manner, for several years, during which my general
temperament and character—through the instrumentality of the Fiend Intemperance—had
(I blush to confess it) experienced a radical alteration for the worse. 1 grew, day by day,
more moody, more irritable, more regardless of the feelings of others. I suffered myself
to use intemperate language to my wife. At length, I even offered her personal violence.
My pets, of course, were made to feel the change in my disposition. I not only neglected,
but ill-used them. For Pluto, however, I still retained sufficient regard to restrain me
from maltreating him, as I made no scruple of maltreating the rabbits, the monkey, or
even the dog, when by accident, or through affection, they came in my way. But my
disease grew upon me—for what disease is like Alcohol!—and at length even Pluto, who
was now becoming old, and consequently somewhat peevish—even Pluto began to
experience the effects of my ill temper.

One night, returning home, much intoxicated, from one of my haunts about town, I
fancied that the cat avoided my presence. I seized him; when, in his fright at my
violence, he inflicted a slight wound upon my hand with his teeth. The fury of a demon
instantly possessed me. I knew myself no longer. My original soul seemed, at once, to
take its flight from my body and a more than fiendish malevolence, gin-nurtured, thrilled
every fibre of my frame. Itook from my waistcoat-pocket a pen-knife, opened it, grasped
the poor beast by the throat, and deliberately cut one of its eyes from the socket! I blush,
I burn, I shudder, while I pen the damnable atrocity.

When reason returned with the morning—when I had slept off the fumes of the night’s
debauch—I experienced a sentiment half of horror, half of remorse, for the crime of
which I had been guilty; but it was, at best, a feeble and equivocal feeling, and the soul

remained untouched. I again plunged into excess, and soon drowned in wine all memory
of the deed.

In the meantime the cat slowly recovered. The socket of the lost eye presented, it is true,
a frightful appearance, but he no longer appeared to suffer any pain. He went about the
house as usual, but, as might be expected, fled in extreme terror at my approach. I had so
much of my old heart left, as to be at first grieved by this evident dislike on the part of a
creature which had once so loved me. But this feeling soon gave place to irritation. And
then came, as if to my final and irrevocable overthrow, the spirit of PERVERSENESS. Of
this spirit philosophy takes no account. Yet I am not more sure that my soul lives, than I
am that perverseness is one of the primitive impulses of the human heart—one of the
indivisible primary faculties, or sentiments, which give direction to the character of Man.
Who has not, a hundred times, found himself committing a vile or a silly action, for no
other reason than because he knows he should not? Have we not a perpetual inclination,
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in the teeth of our best judgment, to violate that which is Law, merely because we
understand it to be such? This spirit of perverseness, I say, came to my final overthrow.
It was this unfathomable longing of the soul to vex itself—to offer violence to its own
nature—to do wrong for the wrong’s sake only—that urged me to continue and finally to
consummate the injury I had inflicted upon the unoffending brute. One morning, in cool
blood, I slipped a noose about its neck and hung it to the limb of a tree;—hung it with the
tears streaming from my eyes, and with the bitterest remorse at my heart;—hung it
because 1 knew that it had loved me, and because 1 felt it had given me no reason of
offence;—hung it because 1 knew that in so doing I was committing a sin—a deadly sin
that would so jeopardize my immortal soul as to place it—if such a thing wore possible—
even beyond the reach of the infinite mercy of the Most Merciful and Most Terrible God.

On the night of the day on which this cruel deed was done, I was aroused from sleep by
the cry of fire. The curtains of my bed were in flames. The whole house was blazing. It
was with great difficulty that my wife, a servant, and myself, made our escape from the
conflagration. The destruction was complete. My entire worldly wealth was swallowed
up, and I resigned myself thenceforward to despair.

I am above the weakness of seeking to establish a sequence of cause and effect, between
the disaster and the atrocity. But I am detailing a chain of facts—and wish not to leave
even a possible link imperfect. On the day succeeding the fire, I visited the ruins. The
walls, with one exception, had fallen in. This exception was found in a compartment
wall, not very thick, which stood about the middle of the house, and against which had
rested the head of my bed. The plastering had here, in great measure, resisted the action
of the fire—a fact which I attributed to its having been recently spread. About this wall a
dense crowd were collected, and many persons seemed to be examining a particular
portion of it with very minute and eager attention. The words “strange!” “singular!” and
other similar expressions, excited my curiosity. I approached and saw, as if graven in
bas-relief upon the white surface, the figure of a gigantic cat. The impression was given
with an accuracy truly marvellous. There was a rope about the animal’s neck.

'9’

When I first beheld this apparition—for I could scarcely regard it as less—my wonder
and my terror were extreme. But at length reflection came to my aid. The cat, I
remembered, had been hung in a garden adjacent to the house. Upon the alarm of fire,
this garden had been immediately filled by the crowd—by some one of whom the animal
must have been cut from the tree and thrown, through an open window, into my chamber.
This had probably been done with the view of arousing me from sleep. The falling of
other walls had compressed the victim of my cruelty into the substance of the freshly-
spread plaster; the lime of which, with the flames, and the ammonia from the carcass, had
then accomplished the portraiture as I saw it.

Although I thus readily accounted to my reason, if not altogether to my conscience, for
the startling fact just detailed, it did not the less fail to make a deep impression upon my
fancy. For months I could not rid myself of the phantasm of the cat; and, during this
period, there came back into my spirit a half-sentiment that seemed, but was not, remorse.
I went so far as to regret the loss of the animal, and to look about me, among the vile
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haunts which I now habitually frequented, for another pet of the same species, and of
somewhat similar appearance, with which to supply its place.

One night as I sat, half stupefied, in a den of more than infamy, my attention was
suddenly drawn to some black object, reposing upon the head of one of the immense
hogsheads of Gin, or of Rum, which constituted the chief furniture of the apartment. I
had been looking steadily at the top of this hogshead for some minutes, and what now
caused me surprise was the fact that I had not sooner perceived the object thereupon. I
approached it, and touched it with my hand. It was a black cat—a very large one—fully
as large as Pluto, and closely resembling him in every respect but one. Pluto had not a
white hair upon any portion of his body; but this cat had a large, although indefinite
splotch of white, covering nearly the whole region of the breast. Upon my touching him,
he immediately arose, purred loudly, rubbed against my hand, and appeared delighted
with my notice. This, then, was the very creature of which I was in search. I at once
offered to purchase it of the landlord; but this person made no claim to it—knew nothing
of it—had never seen it before.

I continued my caresses, and, when I prepared to go home, the animal evinced a
disposition to accompany me. I permitted it to do so; occasionally stooping and patting it
as I proceeded. When it reached the house it domesticated itself at once, and became
immediately a great favorite with my wife.

For my own part, I soon found a dislike to it arising within me. This was just the reverse
of what I had anticipated; but—I know not how or why it was—its evident fondness for
myself rather disgusted and annoyed. By slow degrees, these feelings of disgust and
annoyance rose into the bitterness of hatred. I avoided the creature; a certain sense of
shame, and the remembrance of my former deed of cruelty, preventing me from
physically abusing it. I did not, for some weeks, strike, or otherwise violently ill use it;
but gradually—very gradually—I came to look upon it with unutterable loathing, and to
flee silently from its odious presence, as from the breath of a pestilence.

What added, no doubt, to my hatred of the beast, was the discovery, on the morning after
I brought it home, that, like Pluto, it also had been deprived of one of its eyes. This
circumstance, however, only endeared it to my wife, who, as I have already said,
possessed, in a high degree, that humanity of feeling which had once been my
distinguishing trait, and the source of many of my simplest and purest pleasures.

With my aversion to this cat, however, its partiality for myself seemed to increase. It
followed my footsteps with a pertinacity which it would be difficult to make the reader
comprehend. Whenever I sat, it would crouch beneath my chair, or spring upon my
knees, covering me with its loathsome caresses. If I arose to walk it would get between
my feet and thus nearly throw me down, or, fastening its long and sharp claws in my
dress, clamber, in this manner, to my breast. At such times, although I longed to destroy
it with a blow, I was yet withheld from so doing, partly by a memory of my former crime,
but chiefly—Ilet me confess it at once—by absolute dread of the beast.
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This dread was not exactly a dread of physical evil—and yet I should be at a loss how
otherwise to define it. I am almost ashamed to own—yes, even in this felon’s cell, I am
almost ashamed to own—that the terror and horror with which the animal inspired me,
had been heightened by one of the merest chimaeras it would be possible to conceive.
My wife had called my attention, more than once, to the character of the mark of white
hair, of which I have spoken, and which constituted the sole visible difference between
the strange beast and the one I had destroyed. The reader will remember that this mark,
although large, had been originally very indefinite; but, by slow degrees—degrees nearly
imperceptible, and which for a long time my Reason struggled to reject as fanciful—it
had, at length, assumed a rigorous distinctness of outline. It was now the representation
of an object that I shudder to name—and for this, above all, I loathed, and dreaded, and
would have rid myself of the monster had I dared—it was now, I say, the image of a
hideous—of a ghastly thing—of the GALLOWS!—oh, mournful and terrible engine of
Horror and of Crime—of Agony and of Death!

And now was I indeed wretched beyond the wretchedness of mere Humanity. And a
brute beast—whose fellow I had contemptuously destroyed—a brute beast to work out
for me—for me a man, fashioned in the image of the High God—so much of insufferable
wo! Alas! neither by day nor by night knew I the blessing of Rest any more! During the
former the creature left me no moment alone; and, in the latter, I started, hourly, from
dreams of unutterable fear, to find the hot breath of the thing upon my face, and its vast
weight—an incarnate Night-Mare that I had no power to shake off—incumbent eternally
upon my heart!

Beneath the pressure of torments such as these, the feeble remnant of the good within me
succumbed. Evil thoughts became my sole intimates—the darkest and most evil of
thoughts. The moodiness of my usual temper increased to hatred of all things and of all
mankind; while, from the sudden, frequent, and ungovernable outbursts of a fury to
which I now blindly abandoned myself, my uncomplaining wife, alas! was the most usual
and the most patient of sufferers.

One day she accompanied me, upon some household errand, into the cellar of the old
building which our poverty compelled us to inhabit. The cat followed me down the steep
stairs, and, nearly throwing me headlong, exasperated me to madness. Uplifting an axe,
and forgetting, in my wrath, the childish dread which had hitherto stayed my hand, I
aimed a blow at the animal which, of course, would have proved instantly fatal had it
descended as I wished. But this blow was arrested by the hand of my wife. Goaded, by
the interference, into a rage more than demoniacal, I withdrew my arm from her grasp
and buried the axe in her brain. She fell dead upon the spot, without a groan.

This hideous murder accomplished, I set myself forthwith, and with entire deliberation, to
the task of concealing the body. I knew that I could not remove it from the house, either
by day or by night, without the risk of being observed by the neighbors. Many projects
entered my mind. At one period I thought of cutting the corpse into minute fragments,
and destroying them by fire. At another, I resolved to dig a grave for it in the floor of the
cellar. Again, I deliberated about casting it in the well in the yard—about packing it in a
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box, as if merchandize, with the usual arrangements, and so getting a porter to take it
from the house. Finally I hit upon what I considered a far better expedient than either of
these. I determined to wall it up in the cellar—as the monks of the middle ages are
recorded to have walled up their victims.

For a purpose such as this the cellar was well adapted. Its walls were loosely constructed,
and had lately been plastered throughout with a rough plaster, which the dampness of the
atmosphere had prevented from hardening. Moreover, in one of the walls was a
projection, caused by a false chimney, or fireplace, that had been filled up, and made to
resemble the red of the cellar. I made no doubt that I could readily displace the bricks at
this point, insert the corpse, and wall the whole up as before, so that no eye could detect
any thing suspicious.

And in this calculation I was not deceived. By means of a crow-bar I easily dislodged the
bricks, and, having carefully deposited the body against the inner wall, I propped it in that
position, while, with little trouble, I re-laid the whole structure as it originally stood.
Having procured mortar, sand, and hair, with every possible precaution, I prepared a
plaster which could not be distinguished from the old, and with this I very carefully went
over the new brickwork. When I had finished, I felt satisfied that all was right. The wall
did not present the slightest appearance of having been disturbed. The rubbish on the
floor was picked up with the minutest care. I looked around triumphantly, and said to
myself—*“Here at least, then, my labor has not been in vain.”

My next step was to look for the beast which had been the cause of so much
wretchedness; for I had, at length, firmly resolved to put it to death. Had I been able to
meet with it, at the moment, there could have been no doubt of its fate; but it appeared
that the crafty animal had been alarmed at the violence of my previous anger, and
forebore to present itself in my present mood. It is impossible to describe, or to imagine,
the deep, the blissful sense of relief which the absence of the detested creature occasioned
in my bosom. It did not make its appearance during the night—and thus for one night at
least, since its introduction into the house, I soundly and tranquilly slept; aye, slept even
with the burden of murder upon my soul!

The second and the third day passed, and still my tormentor came not. Once again I
breathed as a freeman. The monster, in terror, had fled the premises forever! I should
behold it no more! My happiness was supreme! The guilt of my dark deed disturbed me
but little. Some few inquiries had been made, but these had been readily answered. Even
a search had been instituted—but of course nothing was to be discovered. I looked upon
my future felicity as secured.

Upon the fourth day of the assassination, a party of the police came, very unexpectedly,
into the house, and proceeded again to make rigorous investigation of the premises.
Secure, however, in the inscrutability of my place of concealment, I felt no
embarrassment whatever. The officers bade me accompany them in their search. They
left no nook or corner unexplored. At length, for the third or fourth time, they descended
into the cellar. I quivered not in a muscle. My heart beat calmly as that of one who
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slumbers in innocence. I walked the cellar from end to end. I folded my arms upon my
bosom, and roamed easily to and fro. The police were thoroughly satistied and prepared
to depart. The glee at my heart was too strong to be restrained. I burned to say if but one
word, by way of triumph, and to render doubly sure their assurance of my guiltlessness.

“Gentlemen,” I said at last, as the party ascended the steps, “I delight to have allayed
your suspicions. I wish you all health, and a little more courtesy. By the bye, gentlemen,
this—this is a very well constructed house.” [In the rabid desire to say something easily,
I scarcely knew what I uttered at all.]|—“I may say an excellently well-constructed house.
These walls are you going, gentlemen?—these walls are solidly put together;” and here,
through the mere frenzy of bravado, I rapped heavily, with a cane which I held in my
hand, upon that very portion of the brick-work behind which stood the corpse of the wife
of my bosom.

But may God shield and deliver me from the fangs of the Arch-Fiend! No sooner had the
reverberation of my blows sunk into silence, than I was answered by a voice from within
the tomb!—by a cry, at first muffled and broken, like the sobbing of a child, and then
quickly swelling into one long, loud, and continuous scream, utterly anomalous and
inhuman—a howl—a wailing shriek, half of horror and half of triumph, such as might
have arisen only out of hell, conjointly from the throats of the dammed in their agony and
of the demons that exult in the damnation.

Of my own thoughts it is folly to speak. Swooning, I staggered to the opposite wall. For
one instant the party upon the stairs remained motionless, through extremity of terror and
of awe. In the next, a dozen stout arms were toiling at the wall. It fell bodily. The
corpse, already greatly decayed and clotted with gore, stood erect before the eyes of the
spectators. Upon its head, with red extended mouth and solitary eye of fire, sat the
hideous beast whose craft had seduced me into murder, and whose informing voice had
consigned me to the hangman. I had walled the monster up within the tomb!
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A CARGO OF CAT
Ambrose Bierce (1885)

laden with cat. This cargo gave us a good deal of trouble. It was not in bales,

but had been dumped into the hold loose. Captain Doble, who had once
commanded a ship that carried coals, said he had found that plan the best. When the hold
was full of cat the hatch was battened down and we felt good. Unfortunately the mate,
thinking the cats would be thirsty, introduced a hose into one of the hatches and pumped
in a considerable quantity of water, and the cats of the lower levels were all drowned.

@n the 16" day of June, 1874, the ship Mary Jane sailed from Malta, heavily

You have seen a dead cat in a pond: you remember its circumference at the waist. Water
multiplies the magnitude of a dead cat by ten. On the first day out, it was observed that
the ship was much strained. She was three feet wider than usual and as much as ten feet
shorter. The convexity of her deck was visibly augmented fore and aft, but she turned up
at both ends. Her rudder was clean out of water and she would answer the helm only
when running directly against a strong breeze: the rudder, when perverted to one side,
would rub against the wind and slew her around; and then she wouldn’t steer any more.
Owing to the curvature of the keel, the masts came together at the top, and a sailor who
had gone up the foremast got bewildered, came down the mizzenmast, looked out over
the stern at the receding shores of Malta and shouted: “Land, ho!” The ship’s fastenings
were all giving way; the water on each side was lashed into foam by the tempest of flying
bolts that she shed at every pulsation of the cargo. She was quietly wrecking herself
without assistance from wind or wave, by the sheer internal energy of feline expansion.

I went to the skipper about it. He was in his favorite position, sitting on the deck,
supporting his back against the binnacle, making a V of his legs, and smoking.

“Captain Doble,” I said, respectfully touching my hat, which was really not worthy of
respect, “this floating palace is afflicted with curvature of the spine and is likewise
greatly swollen.”

Without raising his eyes he courteously acknowledged my presence by knocking the
ashes from his pipe.
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“Permit me, Captain,” I said, with simple dignity, “to repeat that this ship is much
swollen.”

“If that is true,” said the gallant mariner, reaching for his tobacco pouch, “I think it would
be as well to swab her down with liniment. There’s a bottle of it in my cabin. Better
suggest it to the mate.”

“But, Captain, there is no time for empirical treatment; some of the planks at the water
line have started.”

The skipper rose and looked out over the stern, toward the land; he fixed his eyes on the
foaming wake; he gazed into the water to starboard and to port. Then he said:
“My friend, the whole darned thing has started.”

Sadly and silently I turned from that obdurate man and walked forward. Suddenly “there
was a burst of thunder sound!” The hatch that had held down the cargo was flung
whirling into space and sailed in the air like a blown leaf. Pushing upward through the
hatchway was a smooth, square column of cat. Grandly and impressively it grew—
slowly, serenely, majestically it rose toward the welkin, the relaxing keel parting the
mastheads to give it a fair chance. I have stood at Naples and seen Vesuvius painting the
town red—from Catania have marked afar, upon the flanks of Ztna, the lava’s awful
pursuit of the astonished rooster and the despairing pig. The fiery flow from Kilauea’s
crater, thrusting itself into the forests and licking the entire country clean, is as familiar to
me as my mother-tongue. [ have seen glaciers, a thousand years old and quite bald,
heading for a valley full of tourists at the rate of an inch a month. I have seen a saturated
solution of mining camp going down a mountain river, to make a sociable call on the
valley farmers. I have stood behind a tree on the battle-field and seen a compact square
mile of armed men moving with irresistible momentum to the rear. Whenever anything
grand in magnitude or motion is billed to appear I commonly manage to beat my way into
the show, and in reporting it I am a man of unscrupulous veracity; but I have seldom
observed anything like that solid gray column of Maltese cat!

It is unnecessary to explain, I suppose, that each individual grimalkin in the outfit, with
that readiness of resource which distinguishes the species, had grappled with tooth and
nail as many others as it could hook on to. This preserved the formation. It made the
column so stiff that when the ship rolled (and the Mary Jane was a devil to roll) it swayed
from side to side like a mast, and the Mate said if it grew much taller he would have to
order it cut away or it would capsize us.

Some of the sailors went to work at the pumps, but these discharged nothing but fur.
Captain Doble raised his eyes from his toes and shouted: “Let go the anchor!” but being
assured that nobody was touching it, apologized and resumed his revery. The chaplain
said if there were no objections he would like to offer up a prayer, and a gambler from
Chicago, producing a pack of cards, proposed to throw round for the first jack. The
parson’s plan was adopted, and as he uttered the final “amen,” the cats struck up a hymn.
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All the living ones were now above deck, and every mother’s son of them sang. Each
had a pretty fair voice, but no ear. Nearly all their notes in the upper register were more
or less cracked and disobedient. The remarkable thing about the voices was their range.
In that crowd were cats of seventeen octaves, and the average could not have been less
than twelve.

Number of cats, as per invoice . . . . .. 127,000
Estimated number dead swellers . . .. 6,000
Total songsters ................. 121,000
Average number octaves percat . . . .. 12
Totaloctaves ................... 1,452,000

It was a great concert. It lasted three days and nights, or, counting each night as seven
days, twenty-four days altogether, and we could not go below for provisions. At the end
of that time the cook came for’d shaking up some beans in a hat, and holding a large
knife.

“Shipmates,” said he, “we have done all that mortals can do. Let us now draw lots.”

We were blindfolded in turn, and drew, but just as the cook was forcing the fatal black
bean upon the fattest man, the concert closed with a suddenness that waked the man on
the lookout. A moment later every grimalkin relaxed his hold on his neighbors, the
column lost its cohesion and, with 121,000 dull, sickening thuds that beat as one, the
whole business fell to the deck. Then with a wild farewell wail that feline host sprang
spitting into the sea and struck out southward for the African shore!

The southern extension of Italy, as every schoolboy knows, resembles in shape an
enormous boot. We had drifted within sight of it. The cats in the fabric had spied it, and
their alert imaginations were instantly affected with a lively sense of the size, weight and
probable momentum of its flung bootjack.

10
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THE ASH-TREE
M. R. James (1904)

houses with which it is studded—the rather dank little buildings, usually in the

Italian style, surrounded with parks of some eighty to a hundred acres. For me
they have always had a very strong attraction: with the grey paling of split oak, the noble
trees, the meres with their reed-beds, and the line of distant woods. Then, I like the
pillared portico—perhaps stuck on to a red-brick Queen Anne house which has been
faced with stucco to bring it into line with the “Grecian” taste of the end of the eighteenth
century; the hall inside, going up to the roof, which hall ought always to be provided with
a gallery and a small organ. I like the library, too, where you may find anything from a
Psalter of the thirteenth century to a Shakespeare quarto. I like the pictures, of course;
and perhaps most of all I like fancying what life in such a house was when it was first
built, and in the piping times of landlords’ prosperity, and not least now, when, if money
is not so plentiful, taste is more varied and life quite as interesting. I wish to have one of
these houses, and enough money to keep it together and entertain my friends in it
modestly.

@Veryone who has travelled over Eastern England knows the smaller country-

But this is a digression. I have to tell you of a curious series of events which happened in
such a house as I have tried to describe. It is Castringham Hall in Suffolk. I think a good
deal has been done to the building since the period of my story, but the essential features
I have sketched are still there—Italian portico, square block of white house, older inside
than out, park with fringe of woods, and mere. The one feature that marked out the house
from a score of others is gone. As you looked at it from the park, you saw on the right a
great old ash-tree growing within half a dozen yards of the wall, and almost or quite
touching the building with its branches. 1 suppose it had stood there ever since
Castringham ceased to be a fortified place, and since the moat was filled in and the
Elizabethan dwelling-house built. At any rate, it had well-nigh attained its full
dimensions in the year 1690.

In that year the district in which the Hall is situated was the scene of a number of witch-
trials. It will be long, I think, before we arrive at a just estimate of the amount of solid
reason—if there was any—which lay at the root of the universal fear of witches in old
times. Whether the persons accused of this offence really did imagine that they were
possessed of unusual powers of any kind; or whether they had the will at least, if not the
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power, of doing mischief to their neighbours; or whether all the confessions, of which
there are so many, were extorted by the mere cruelty of the witch-finders—these are
questions which are not, I fancy, yet solved. And the, present narrative gives me pause. |
cannot altogether, sweep it away as mere invention. The reader must judge for himself.

Castringham contributed a victim to the auto-da-fé. Mrs. Mothersole was her name, and
she differed from the ordinary run of village witches only in being rather better off and in
a more influential position. Efforts were made to save her by several reputable farmers of
the parish. They did their best to testify to her character, and showed, considerable
anxiety as to the verdict of the jury.

But what seems to have been fatal to the woman was the evidence of the then proprietor
of Castringham Hall—Sir Matthew Fell. He deposed to having watched her on three
different occasions from his window, at the full of the moon, gathering sprigs “from the
ash-tree near my house.” She had climbed into the branches, clad only, in her shift, and
was cutting off small twigs with a peculiarly curved knife, and as she did so she seemed
to be talking to herself. On each occasion Sir Matthew had done his best to capture the
woman, but she had always taken alarm at some accidental noise he had made, and all he
could see when he got down to the garden was a hare running across the park in the
direction of the village.

On the third night he had been at the pains to follow at his best speed, and had gone
straight to Mrs. Mothersole’s house; but he had had to wait a quarter of an hour battering
at her door, and then she had come out very cross, and apparently very sleepy, as if just
out of bed; and he had no good explanation to offer of his visit.

Mainly on this evidence, though there was much more of a less striking and unusual kind
from other parishioners, Mrs. Mothersole was found guilty and condemned to die. She
was hanged a week after the trial, with five or six more unhappy creatures, at Bury St.
Edmunds.

Sir Matthew Fell, then Deputy-Sheriff, was present at the execution. It was a damp,
drizzly March morning when the cart made its way up the rough grass, hill outside
Northgate, where the gallows stood. The other victims were apathetic or broken down
with misery; but Mrs. Mothersole was, as in life so in death, of a very different temper.
Her “poysonous Rage,” as a reporter of the time puts it, “did so work upon the
Bystanders—yea, even upon the Hangman—that it was constantly affirmed of all that
saw her that she presented the living Aspect of a mad Divell. Yet she offer’d no
Resistance to the Officers of the Law; onely she looked upon those that laid Hands upon
her with so direfull and venomous an Aspect that—as one of them afterwards assured
me—the meer Thought of it preyed inwardly, upon his Mind for six Months after.”

However, all that she is reported to have said was the seemingly meaningless words:
“There will be guests at the Hall.” Which she repeated more than once in an undertone.

Sir Matthew Fell was not unimpressed by the bearing of the woman. He had some talk
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upon the matter with the Vicar of his parish; with whom he travelled home after the
assize business was over. His evidence at the trial had not been very willingly given; he
was not specially infected with the witch-finding mania, but he declared, then and
afterwards, that he could not give any other account of the matter than that he had given,
and that he could not possibly have been mistaken as to what he saw. The whole
transaction had been repugnant to him, for he was a man who liked to be on pleasant
terms with those about him; but he saw a duty to be done in this business, and he had
done it. That seems to have been the gist of his sentiments, and the Vicar applauded it, as
any reasonable man must have done.

A few weeks after, when the moon of May was at the full, Vicar and Squire met again in
the park, and walked to the Hall together. Lady Fell was with her mother, who was
dangerously ill, and Sir Matthew was alone at home; so the Vicar, Mr. Crome, was easily
persuaded to take a late supper at the Hall.

Sir Matthew was not very good company, this evening. The talk ran chiefly on family
and parish matters, and, as luck would have it, Sir Matthew made a memorandum in
writing of certain wishes or intentions of his regarding his estates; which afterwards
proved exceedingly useful.

When Mr. Crome thought of starting for home, about half-past nine o’clock, Sir Matthew
and he took a preliminary turn on the gravelled walk at the back of the house. The only
incident that struck Mr. Crome way this: they were in sight of the ash-tree which I
described as growing near the windows of the building, when Sir Matthew stopped and
said:

“What is that that runs up and down the stem of the ash? It is never a squirrel? They will
all be in their nests by now.”

The Vicar looked and saw the moving creature, but he could make nothing of its colour
in the moonlight. The sharp outline, however, seen for an instant, was imprinted on his
brain, and he could have sworn, he said, though it sounded foolish, that, squirrel or not, it
had more than four legs.

Still, not much was to be made of the momentary vision, and the two men parted. They
may have met since then, but it was not for a score of years.

Next day Sir Matthew Fell was not downstairs at six in the morning, as was his custom,
nor at seven, nor yet at eight. Hereupon the servants went and knocked at his chamber
door. I need not prolong the description of their anxious listenings and renewed
batterings on the panels. The door was opened at last from the outside, and they found
their master dead and black. So much you have guessed. That there were any marks of
violence did not at the moment appear; but the window was open.

One of the men went to fetch the parson, and then by his directions rode on to give notice
to the coroner. Mr. Crome himself went as quick as he might to the Hall, and was shown
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to the room where the dead man lay. He has left some notes among his papers which
show how genuine a respect and sorrow was felt for Sir Matthew, and there is also this
passage, which I transcribe for the sake of the light it throws upon the course of events,
and also upon the common beliefs of the time:

“There was not any the least Trace of an Entrance having been forc’d to the Chamber: but
the Casement stood open, as my poor Friend would always have it in this Season. He had
his Evening Drink of small Ale in a silver vessel of about a pint measure, and to-night
had not drunk it out. This Drink was examined by the Physician from Bury, a Mr.
Hodgkins, who could not, however, as he afterwards declar’d upon his Oath, before the
Coroner’s quest, discover that any matter of a venomous kind vas present in it. For, as
was natural, in the great Swelling and Blackness of the Corpse, there was talk made
among the Neighbours of Poyson. The Body was very much Disorder’d as it laid in the
Bed, being twisted after so extream a sort as gave too probable Conjecture that my
worthy Friend and Patron had expir’d in great Pain and Agony. And what is as yet
unexplain’d, and to myself the Argument of some Horrid and Artfull Designe in the
Perpetrators of this Barbarous Murther, was this, that the Women which were entrusted
with the laying-out of the Corpse and washing it, being both sad Persons and very well
Respected in their Mournfull Profession, came to me in a great Pain and Distress both of
Mind and Body, saying, what was indeed confirmed upon the first View, that they had no
sooner touch’d the Breast of the Corpse with their naked Hands than they were sensible
of a more than ordinary violent Smart and Acheing in their Palms, which, with their
whole Forearms, in no long time swell’d so immoderately, the Pain still continuing, that,
as afterwards proved, during many weeks they were forc’d to lay by the exercise of their
Calling; and yet no mark seen on the Skin.

“Upon hearing this, I sent for the Physician, who was still in the House, and we made as
carefull a Proof as we were able by the Help of a small Magnifying Lens of Crystal of the
condition of the Skinn on this Part of the Body: but could not detect with the Instrument
we had any Matter of Importance beyond a couple of small Punctures or Pricks, which
we then concluded were the Spotts by which the Poyson might be introduced,
remembering that Ring of Pope Borgia, with other known Specimens of the Horrid Art of
the Italian Poysoners of the last age.

“So much is to be said of the Symptoms seen on the Corpse. As to what I am to add, it is
meerly my own Experiment, and to be left to Posterity to judge whether there be anything
of Value therein. There was on the Table by the Beddside a Bible of the small size, in
which my Friend punctuall as in Matters of less Moment, so in this more weighty one—
used nightly, and upon his First Rising, to read a sett Portion. And I taking it up—not
without a Tear duly paid to him which from the Study of this, poorer Adumbration was
now pass’d to the contemplation of its great Originall—it came into my Thoughts, as at
such moments of Helplessness we are prone to catch at any the least Glimmer that makes
promise of Light, to make trial of that old and by many accounted Superstitious Practice
of drawing the Sortes: of which a Princapall Instance, in the case of his late Sacred
Majesty the Blessed Martyr King Charles and my Lord Falkland, was now much talked
of. I must needs admit that by my Trial not much Assistance was afforded me: yet, as the
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Cause and Origin of these Dreadful Events may hereafter be search’d out, I set down the
Results, in the case it may be found that they pointed the true Quarter of the Mischief to a
quicker Intelligence than my own.

“I made, then, three trials, opening, the Book and placing my Finger upon certain words:
which gave in the first these words, from Luke xiii. 7, Cut it down; in the second, Isaiah
xiii. 20, It shall never be inhabited; and upon the third Experiment; Job xxxix. 30, Her
young ones also suck up blood.”

This is all that need be quoted from Mr. Crome’s papers. Sir Matthew Fell was duly
coffined and laid into the earth, and his funeral sermon, preached by Mr. Crome on the
following Sunday, has been printed under the title of “The Unsearchable Way; or,
England’s Danger and the Malicious Dealings of Antichrist,” it being the Vicar’s view, as
well as that most commonly held in the neighbourhood, that the Squire was the victim of
a recrudescence of the Popish Plot.

His son, Sir Matthew the second, succeeded to the title and estates. And so ends the first
act of the Castringham tragedy. It is to be mentioned, though the fact is not surprising,
that the new Baronet did not occupy the room in which his father had died. Nor, indeed,
was it slept in by anyone but an occasional visitor during the whole of his occupation. He
died in 1735, and I do not find that anything particular marked his reign, save a curiously
constant mortality among his cattle and live-stock in general; which showed a tendency
to increase slightly as time went on.

Those who are interested in the details will find a statistical account in a letter to, the
Gentleman’s Magazine of 1772, which draws the facts from the Baronet’s own papers.
He put an end to it at last by a very simple expedient, that of shutting up all his beasts in
sheds at night, and keeping no sheep in his park. For he had noticed that nothing was
ever attacked that spent the night indoors. After that the disorder confined itself to wild
birds, and beasts of chase. But as we have no good account of the symptoms; and as all-
night watching was quite unproductive of any clue, I do not dwell on what the Suffolk
farmers called the “Castringham sickness.”

The second Sir Matthew died in 1735, as I said, and was duly succeeded by his son, Sir
Richard. It was in his time that the great family pew was built out on the north side of the
parish church. So large were the Squire’s ideas that several of the graves on that
unhallowed side of the building had to be disturbed to satisfy his requirements. Among
them was that of Mrs. Mothersole, the position of which was accurately known, thanks to
a note on a plan of the church and yard, both made by Mr. Crome.

A certain amount of interest was excited in the village when it was known that the
famous witch, who was still remembered by a few, was to be exhumed. And the feeling
of surprise, and indeed disquiet, was very strong when it was found that, though her
coffin was fairly sound and unbroken, there was no trace whatever inside it of body,
bones, or dust. Indeed, it is a curious phenomenon, for at the time of her burying no such
things were dreamt of as resurrection-men, and it is difficult to conceive any rational
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motive for stealing a body otherwise than for the uses of the dissecting-room.

The incident revived for a time all the stories of witch-trials and of the exploits of the
witches, dormant for forty years, and Sir Richard’s orders that the coffin should be burnt
were thought by a good many to be rather foolhardy, though they were duly carried out.

Sir Richard was a pestilent innovator, it is certain. Before his time the Hall had been a
fine block of the mellowest red brick; but Sir Richard had travelled in Italy and become
infected with the Italian taste, and, having more money than his predecessors, he
determined to leave an Italian palace where he had found an English house. So stucco
and ashlar masked the brick; some indifferent Roman marbles were planted about in the
entrance-hall and gardens; a reproduction of the Sibyl’s temple at and Tivoli was erected
on the opposite bank of the mere; and Castringham took on an entirely new, and, I must
say, a less engaging; aspect. But it was much admired, and served as a model to a good
many of the neighbouring gentry in after-years.

% sk ok % %

One morning (it was in 1754) Sir Richard woke after a night of discomfort. It had been
windy, and his chimney had smoked persistently, and yet it was so cold that he must keep
up a fire. Also something had so rattled about the window that no man could get a
moment’s peace. Further, there was the prospect of several guests of position arriving in
the course of the day, who would expect sport of some kind, and the inroads of the
distemper (which continued among his game) had been lately so serious that he was
afraid for his reputation as a game-preserver. But what really touched him most nearly
was the other matter of his sleepless night. He could certainly not sleep in that room
again.

That was the chief subject of his meditations at breakfast, and after it he began a
systematic examination of the rooms to see which would suit his notions best. It was
long before he found one. This had a window with an eastern aspect and that with a
northern; this door the servants would be always passing, and he did not like the bedstead
in that. No, he must have a room, with a western look-out, so that the sun could not wake
him early, and it must be out of the way of the business of the house. The housekeeper
was at the end of her resources.

“Well, Sir Richard,” she said, “you know that there is but one room like that in the
house.”

“Which may that be?” said Sir Richard.
“And that 1s Sir Matthew’s—the West Chamber.”

“Well, put me in there, for there I’ll lie to-night,” said her master. “Which way is it?
Here, to besure”; and he hurried off.
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“Oh, Sir Richard, but no one has slept there these forty years. The air has hardly been
changed since Sir Matthew died there.”

Thus she spoke, and rustled after him.
“Come, open the door, Mrs. Chiddock. I’ll see the chamber, at least.”

So it was opened, and, indeed, the smell was very close and earthy. Sir Richard crossed
to the window, and, impatiently, as was his wont, threw the shutters back, and flung open
the casement. For this end of the house was one which the alterations had barely
touched, grown up as it was with the great ash-tree, and being otherwise concealed from
view.

“Air it, Mrs. Chiddock, all to-day, and move my bed-furniture in in the afternoon. Put
the Bishop of Kilmore in my old room.”

“Pray, Sir Richard,” said a new voice, breaking in on this speech, “might I have the
favour, of a moment’s interview?”

Sir Richard turned round and saw a man in black in the doorway, who bowed.

“I must ask your indulgence for this intrusion, Sir Richard. You will, perhaps, hardly
remember me: My name is William Crome, and my grandfather was Vicar here in your
grandfather’s time.”

“Well, sir,” said Sir Richard, “the name of Crome is always a passport to Castringham. I
am glad to renew a friendship of two generations’ standing. In what can I serve you? for
your hour of calling—and, if I do not mistake you, your bearing—shows you to be in
some haste.”

“That is no more than the truth, sir. I am riding from Norwich to Bury St. Edmunds with
what haste I can make, and I have called in on my way to leave with you some papers
which we have but just come upon in looking over what my grandfather left at his death.
It is thought you may find some matters of family interest in them.”

“You are mighty obliging, Mr. Crome, and, if you will be so good as to follow me to the
parlour, and drink a glass of wine, we will take a first look at these same papers together.
And you, Mrs. Chiddock, as I said, be about airing this chamber.... Yes, it is here my
grandfather died.... Yes, the tree, perhaps, does make the place a little dampish.... No; I
do not wish to listen to any more. Make no difficulties, I beg. You have your orders—
go. Will you follow me, sir?”

They went to the study. The packet which young Mr. Crome had brought—he was then
just become a Fellow of Clare Hall in Cambridge, I may say, and subsequently brought
out a respectable edition of Polyenus—contained among other things the notes which the
old Vicar had made upon the occasion of Sir Matthew Fell’s death. And for the first time
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Sir Richard was confronted with the enigmatical Sortes Biblicce which you have heard.
They amused him a good deal.

“Well,” he said, “my grandfather’s Bible gave one prudent piece of advice—Cut it down.
If that stands for the ash-tree, he may rest assured I shall not neglect it. Such a nest of
catarrhs and agues was never seen.”

The parlour contained the family books, which, pending the arrival of a collection which
Sir Richard had made in Italy, and the building of a proper room to receive them, were
not many in number.

Sir Richard looked up from the paper to the bookcase.
“I wonder,” says he, “whether the old prophet is there yet? I fancy I see him.”

Crossing the room, he took out a dumpy Bible, which, sure enough, bore on the flyleaf
the inscription: “To Matthew Fell, from his Loving Godmother, Anne Aldous, 2
September, 1659.”

“It would be no bad plan to test him again, Mr. Crome. I will wager we get a couple of
names in the Chronicles. H’m! what have we here? ‘Thou shalt seek me in the morning,
and I shall not be.” Well, well! Your grandfather would have made a fine omen of that,
hey? No more prophets for me! They are all in a tale. And now, Mr. Crome, I am
infinitely obliged to you for your packet. You will, I fear, be impatient to get on. Pray
allow me—another glass.”

So with offers of hospitality, which were genuinely meant (for Sir Richard thought well
of the young man’s address and manner), they parted.

In the afternoon came the guests—the Bishop of Kilmore, Lady Mary Hervey, Sir
William Kentfield, etc. Dinner at five, wine, cards, supper, and dispersal to bed.

Next morning Sir Richard is disinclined to take his gun, with the rest. He talks with the
Bishop of Kilmore. This prelate, unlike a good many of the Irish Bishops of his day, had
visited his see, and, indeed, resided there for some considerable time. This morning, as
the two were walking along the terrace and talking over the alterations and improvements
in the house, the Bishop said, pointing to the window of the West Room:

“You could never get one of my Irish flock to occupy that room, Sir Richard.”

“Why is that, my lord? It is in fact, my own.”

“Well, our Irish peasantry will always have it that it brings the worst of luck to sleep near
an ash-tree, and you have a fine growth of ash not two yards from your chamber window.

Perhaps,” the Bishop went on; with a smile, “it has given you a touch of its quality
already, for you do not seem, if I may say it, so much the fresher for your night’s rest as

18



The Ash-Tree — M. R. James

your friends would like to see you.”

“That, or something else, it is true, cost me my sleep from twelve to four, my lord. But
the tree is to come down to-morrow, so I shall not hear much more from it.”

“I applaud your determination. It can hardly be wholesome to have the air you breathe
strained, as it were, through all that leafage.”

“Your lordship is right there, I think. But I had not my window open last night. It was
rather the noise that went on—no doubt from the twigs sweeping the glass—that kept me
open-eyed.”

“I think that can hardly be, Sir Richard. Here you see it from this point. None of these
nearest branches even can touch your casement unless there were a gale, and there was
none of that last night. They miss the panes by a foot.”

“No, sir, true. What, then, will it be, I wonder, that scratched and rustled so—ay, and
covered the dust on my sill with lines and marks?”

At last they agreed that the rats must have come up through the ivy. That was the
Bishop’s idea, and Sir Richard jumped at it.

So the day passed quietly, and night came, and the party dispersed to their rooms, and
wished Sir Richard a better night.

And now we are in his bedroom, with the light out and the Squire in bed. The room is
over the kitchen, and the night outside still and warm, so the window stands open.

There is very little light about the bedstead, but there is a strange movement there; it sees
as if Sir Richard were moving his head rapidly to and fro with only the slightest possible
sound. And now you would guess, so deceptive is the half-darkness, that he had several
heads, round and brownish, which move back and forward, even as low as his chest. It is
a horrible illusion. Is it nothing more? There! something drops off the bed with a soft
plump, like a kitten, and is out of the window in a flash; another—four—and after that
there is quiet again.

“Thou shalt seek me in the morning, and I shall not be.”
As with Sir Matthew, so with Sir Richard—dead and black in his bed!

A pale and silent party of guests and servants gathered under the window when the news
was known. Italian poisoners, Popish emissaries, infected air—all these and more
guesses were hazarded, and the Bishop of Kilmore looked at the tree, in the fork of whose
lower boughs a white tom-cat was crouch- ing, looking down the hollow which years had
gnawed in the trunk. It was watching something inside the tree with great interest.
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Suddenly it got up and craned over the hole. Then a bit of the edge on which it stood
gave way, and it went slithering in. Everyone looked up at the noise of the fall.

It is known to most of us that a cat can cry; but few of us have heard, I hope, such a yell
as came out of the trunk of the great ash. Two or three screams there were—the
witnesses are not sure which—and then a slight and muffled noise of some commotion or
struggling was all that came. But Lady Mary Hervey fainted outright; and the
housekeeper stopped her ears and fled till she fell on the terrace.

The Bishop of Kilmore and Sir William Kentfield stayed. Yet even they were daunted,
though it was only at the cry of a cat; and Sir William swallowed once or twice before he
could say:

“There is something more than we know of in that tree, my lord. I am for an instant
search.”

And this was agreed upon. A ladder was brought, and one of the gardeners went up, and,
looking down the hollow, could detect nothing but a few dim indications of something
moving. They got a lantern, and let it down by a rope.

“We must get at the bottom of this. My life upon it, my lord, but the secret of these
terrible deaths is there.”

Up went the gardener again with the lantern, and let it down the hole cautiously. They
saw the yellow light upon his face as he bent over, and saw his face struck with an
incredulous terror and loathing before he cried out in a dreadful voice and fell back from
the ladder—where, happily, he was caught by two of the men—Ietting the lantern fall
inside the tree.

He was in a dead faint, and it was some time before any word could got from him.

By then they had something else to look at. The lantern must have broken at the bottom,
and the light in it caught on dry leaves and rubbish that lay there, for in a few minutes a
dense smoke began to come up, and then flame; and, to be short, the tree was in a blaze.

The bystanders made a ring at some yards’ distance, and Sir William and the Bishop sent
men to get what weapons and tools they could; for, clearly, whatever might be using the
tree as its lair would be forced out by the fire.

So it was. First, at the fork, they saw a round body covered with fire—the size of a man’s
head—appear very suddenly, then seem to collapse and fall back. This, five or six times;
then a similar ball leapt into the air and fell on the grass, where after a moment it lay still.
The Bishop went as near as he dared to it, and saw—what but the remains of an
enormous spider, veinous and seared! And, as the fire burned lower down, more terrible
bodies like this began to break out from the trunk, and it was seen that these were covered
with greyish hair.
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All that day the ash burned, and until it fell to pieces the men stood about it, and from
time to time killed the brutes as they darted out. At last there was a long interval when
none appeared, and they cautiously closed in and examined the roots of the tree.

“They fond,” says the Bishop of Kilmore, “below it a rounded hollow place in the earth,
wherein were two or three bodies of these creatures that had plainly been smothered by
the smoke; and, what is to me more curious, at the side of this den, against the wall, was
crouching the anatomy or skeleton of a human being, with the skin dried upon the bones,
having some remains of black hair, which was pronounced by those that examined it to
be undoubtedly the body of a woman, and clearly dead for a period of fifty years.”
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