A Ghostly Story – “Will o’ the Wisp”

On Saturday, February 15th this year there was an article by Paul Simons in The Times, which I have reproduced below.

A village in south Warwickshire was invaded by strange apparitions 80 years ago this month.

Luminous ghosts were seen flitting across fields at Fenny  Compton, north of Banbury, where crowds watched in awe as lights danced around, sometimes swooping high into the air and hovering over a deserted farm house.

 The sight inspired national newspaper headlines such as “The farm of spooks” and “Bewitched farm”. The apparitions lasted two weeks before slipping away.

Ghostbusters will be disappointed to learn the spooks were probably “Will o’ the wisps”, small flames up to a few inches high flicker on the ground and at other times seem to dart around like ghosts in the air. 

They usually appear on wet, warm nights dancing on boggy land or freshly manured ground. Textbooks say the “Will o’ the wisps” are made from methane given off by rotting organic matter in the ground, but that cannot explain why the gas spontaneously ignites; otherwise cows would explode every time they broke wind.

The answer may lie in a highly inflammable gas called diphosphane, which also seeps out from decaying matter. The diphosphane ignites on contact with air, and this could set fire to the methane.

I have since found two articles in “The Banbury Guardian” which are reproduced below in entirety & unadulterated.

Thursday 15th February 1923.

A Ghost Sensation on the Dassett Hills

Inhabitants Scared by a Special Light.

The Burton Dassett Hills are the scene of the ghost sensation; the inhabitants who have been out after dark have been appearing at intervals since the latter part of December. It moves, assumes fantastic shapes and is of bluish tint.  Inhabitants of Burton Dassett, Northend and Fenny Compton have seen it and declare that their experience has been nerve-racking.  It appears to have been first seen by a shepherd, whose story was discredited, but others who went to investigate, in spirit scepticism, came home converted and rather frightened.  One of these was Mr George White, of Fenny Compton, who sailed out with field glasses and two companions, and who declares not only saw the light, but both he and his companions felt it pass over them.  It was, he says, of a “ reddy - blue and creepy complexion.”  Harold Cotterill, a youth, returning from an errand saw it hovering round a lonely pool and the horse also saw it and was so startled that he had difficulty in controlling it.  Other residents who may be relied on not to be misled by an imaginary ghost story, also declare that they have seen it, so the appearance may be assumed to be based on reality.

  The probable explanation is that the inhabitants are seeing a scientific phenomenon, rare in this district though common in marshlands.  It is, we venture to suggest none other than the “Will o’ the Wisp.”  The heavy rains which began in the middle of December and have recently been accentuated have formed damp grounds round the foot of the hills, and from this is now being exhaled the phosphorus which gives a bluish light and which is so well known to those who dwell near boggy moors.  It is said that the light is seen best from the top of the hills, which is at it, would be, and the fact that the pool is said to be favourite haunt of the spectral visitant rather tends to confirm its phosphorescent nature.  Some of the inhabitants refuse to accept this explanation, and declare that it does not satisfy their requirements, and apparently they lean to something that favours more of the occult.  However, we suggest that the natural explanation might serve, at least until the descriptions of the vision are more exact and a little less tinged and nerves than they have hitherto been.    

And on 22nd February 1923 again, in the Banbury Guardian.

The Burton Dassett Ghost

A Natural Phenomenon

Fenny Compton and the Burton Hills have been the rendezvous of many visitors anxious to get a sight of the ghost, and the apparition has been good enough in some cases to oblige them. The general conclusion come to by those who have brought knowledge and a mind free from bias or nervousness to bear on their investigation, is that the explanation given last week, that the spectre is nothing more than the exhalations of natural gas of a phoshoric nature from the water logged ground, is the correct one.

It is unusually brilliant but purely natural and the place of origin appears to be the boggy edges of the pool referred to last week. On rising the gas drifts, either on the wind or its own volition across the fields, and hence many of the ghostly attributes given it. It may, consequently, be first met at some distance from the pool, as it has been. It appears on the occasions on which movements have been reliably described to have moved in the direction of Fenny Compton, and to have vanished near a spot known as Bottom Corner, by which time the gas has apparently been dissipated. While therefore the “spectre” belongs to the “Will o’ the Wisp” and “Jacko Lantern” species it appears to be a variant from that found in permanent marshlands and is of a more voluminous nature. The stories which some tell of having seen human forms in or behind the light must be ascribed to the quality of their imaginations, but other residents have, or more helpfully come forward with recollections of the light having been seen here before at long intervals and some years ago. We fear, therefore, the ghost has lost even the element of novelty we were prepared to allow it. The March winds will probably procure it a decent “laying”.

Does anybody have any further information – perhaps the location of the pool or the deserted farmhouse mentioned?

As a passing comment, there is a mass of information kept on microfilm of “The Banbury Guardian” in the Banbury Library. Nothing much seems to have changed in 80 years – car adverts, poor milk prices, houses for sale, jobs for offer and details about the odd youth in trouble… Quite reassuring, in many ways!
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