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Episode Five, Season 2 – The ghost hunters.

In this episode of "No One Is Listening," Emma Williams and Vic Llewellyn explore the history and cultural significance of ghost hunting. They discuss the Victorian era's shift from fearing to inviting ghosts into homes, the rise of the ghost hunting industry, and the role of seances in the spiritualist movement. Emma highlights the Society for Psychical Research and its founder Henry Sedgwick, contrasting their serious scientific approach with the more sensationalized modern ghost hunters. The episode also touches on the therapeutic value of ghost hunting for people with dementia, as part of Memory Cafes in Somerset and Devon, and concludes with a nod to the podcast's support from various organizations.


Vic Llewellyn  00:00
No one is listening a podcast that explores ghosts, memory loss and feeling the fear.

Fred Butt  00:09
I'll tell you what's

Fred Butt  00:33
on the other side. Nothing. Nada, zilch.....Emptiness...

Emma Williams  00:36
It is wonderful that 5000 years have now elapsed since the creation of the world, and still it is undecided whether or not there has been an instance of the spirit of any person appearing after death. All argument is against it, but all belief is for it. That was Samuel Johnson, one of the greatest literary figures of the 18th century. He compiled the English dictionary. Episode Five, the ghost hunters. 

Emma Williams  01:15
For the last two months, I have been writing up ghost hunting trips... on them... We have taken biscuits, sandwiches, hot chocolate and marshmallows, thermoses of coffee, a bottle of whiskey and a flask of brandy. We've taken nets, cameras, torches and a map, have taken two dogs, a parrot, and three cats, and in the case of real viseral fear, it was suggested that we take a set of clean underwear. We have seen ghosts gliding up castle walls, pulling on their chains, groaning from the basement, hanging from the trees, haunting toilets, trains and the caves at Beer, they were always captured by nets, zappers, parrots and dogs, and one was even kissed. And in the end, these trips were celebrated with munching of marshmallows and often a trip to the pub, the words, ideas and descriptions were not mine. I asked over 100 people in Somerset and Devon who have dementia, or are caring for someone with dementia to make up ghost hunting trips with me. And the aim of our workshops was to create something together with people whose confidence and self esteem was, I would say, not at its highest. And we were able to do this through the concept of a ghost hunt, because everyone is familiar with what it is. In this series, I've sort of been looking at the history of ghosts as form of entertainment, but the ghost hunting, unlike the other things I've talked about, is a huge and profitable industry now, and it grew out of a shift in the middle of the Victorian era where people stopped being afraid of ghosts, and not only that, they also invited them into their houses for a little chat.

Vic Llewellyn  03:23
Now, don't, sir, don't expose me just this once. This was the first and only time I'll swear. Look at me see I kneel, the only time I swear I ever cheated, yes, by the soul of her who hears your sainted mother, sir, all except this last accident was truth.

Emma Williams  03:51
So that was the beginning of a poem written by Robert Browning, and it's a confession from a medium who's just been discovered to be fraudulent and corrupt, and he's been stealing money from a millionaire by convincing him that he could speak to his dead wife. Now obviously Robert Browning was was not a fan of seances or mediums, but his wife was, and she avidly went to seances, as did hundreds and hundreds of 1000s of people.

Denistoun (character)  04:30
I shall now summon a ghost from the other side.

Emma Williams  04:35
Seances were part of the spiritualist movement, which believes that your soul continues after your death, and that we're able to communicate with it. It started in 1848 with the fox sisters, Margaret, and Kate from Hydersville, New York. You may have heard of them. They claimed to be able to communicate to the ghost of a murdered man through a sequence of knockings... a Morse code,... and through this for the first time, the dead finally found a way to talk to the living. Everybody.

Fred Butt  05:13
Everybody.All right, how you all feeling? Yeah,

Emma Williams  05:17
 Four years later, and the movement had come to England, and it was a phenomena. I mean, people from all walks of life went to seances for varying different reasons, you know, from grief to the fact that it was the latest thing. And with this rise of spiritualism and seances, came organisations and groups who wanted to investigate what was going on by using science. Now in the UK, you had groups like ....this is good... You had like the ghostly society in Cambridge. There was the phantasmological Society in Oxford, but the most respected in the UK, and it's still running today. And I do find it hard to say, just going to try it is the Society for Psychical Research. And in it was set up in 1882 and it was led by a guy called Henry Sedgwick, who was a professor of philosophy at Trinity. And there was an American equivalent, which was led by William James, who was considered to be the father of American psychology. I mean, this is big brain stuff going on here. So to be honest, I had, I didn't know about these organisations. I had never looked into them, but I kind of knew there, there was something like that in the kind of 1800s late 1800s this is early 1900s but I don't I just never really thought about what they were doing. I just thought they were just all kind of, I don't know, I had this image of people with recorder, like the modern idea of what ghost hunters sitting in haunted houses, who were already scared, screaming and just having a really good time. But they took this, this research was very, very serious, and the more I looked into it, I realised it was actually quite, quite complicated, and the only way I can describe it is to talk about something I'm interested in when I make theatre. And it was, it came about with a conversation with this very, very successful and famous director, and he was talking about a thing. It's not a real thing. It was just an idea in his head called the flickers. And he said, what happens, you know, when you look, sometimes very quickly into the corner of the room or something and you you just catch something in the corner of your eye. It's not really a solid thing, but there is something there. There's so it's not real, but it exists. For me, it's always about this idea of the kind of edge of reality where there's a kind of subconscious or dream world, and it's this sort of slightly odd place at the edge of what we know, which is really, really interesting. And I've decided that that is what that they were looking for, the edge of who we really are. Now, what they were doing, though, they were exploring them, you know, rigidly and formally, you know, fortunately, this was something that actually made what they were looking at quite boring. There's a writer and essayist called Vernon Lee, and she attended some of these groups, and she just said, it's just very dull. This is a quote from her. She said that to define a ghost with too much clarity was to strip it of all its suggestive power. 

Fred Butt  08:40
I'll tell

Fred Butt  08:41
you what's on the other side. Nothing.

Fred Butt  08:48
zero, nada, zilch...emptiness...

Fred Butt  09:05
it's not really like that, right?

Fred Butt  09:07
It's not like that. I'll tell you what it's really like, I'll tell you what it's really like, I'm gonna tell you what it's really like, it's like a super duper massive disco....from the 1980's!!

Emma Williams  09:22
So I'm calling this group of Cambridge and Oxford academics, intellectuals, artists, writers, poets and philosophers of the time as the first ghost hunters. Now I'm also going to add the Memory Cafes of Somerset and Devon to the list the ghost hunters of 2025 I mean, they didn't physically leave the Memory Cafes to find the ghosts, but they thought up some strange and ghostly encounters, some of the weirdest ever written down, I think so. They're my modern ghost hunters.

Vic Llewellyn  09:59
 Vic episode five of no one is listening has been brought to you by Emma Williams and Vic Llewellyn, with music by Sam Halmarack with contributions by Sid Valley Memory Cafe, Honiton Memory Cafe and Buckfastleigh Memory Cafe. This project has been supported by Villages in Action, Arts Council, England and 10 Radio.


