
                 Why do ghosts need clothes?

Just over 60 years ago occurred one of the most famous and most intriguing of all English 
ghost stories. 18 year old Harry Martindale  was working as an apprentice plumber helping 
to install central heating in the Treasurerʼs House in York. He was busy hammering away 
alone in the cellar when he began to hear muffled trumpet blasts coming ever nearer.  He 
assumed that the sounds came from one of his colleagueʼs radios upstairs. But then 
emerging from the solid wall in front of his eyes was a large horse. Such was the shock of 
this that Harry fell from the ladder where he had been working. As he watched Harry saw a 
man mounted on the horse wearing a long cloak and a helmet with a feather crest on it. 
There then followed a procession of some dozen or more men on foot, who paid not the 
slightest attention to Harry who was crouched there shivering with fear. (A detailed account 
of Harryʼs experience can be found on the web and on YouTube. In all the years since, 
Harry has never changed his story, nor has he profited from it in any way.)

Perhaps the most interesting feature archaeologically of this story derives from Harryʼs 
description of what the soldiers were wearing and the way they were carrying their 
weapons. We all have a preconceived image from school days of what a Roman soldier 
should look like. Think Ermine Street Guard strutting their stuff! Harryʼs detailed  
description did not tally with this and as a result his ghost story was ridiculed and rejected 
as nonsense, the product of a feverish imagination. However, excavations at York in the 
1990s uncovered evidence that backed up Harryʼs version, and the men described by him 
matched closely auxiliaries of the 3rd or 4th centuries. (There have been a few other 
sightings of these Roman ghosts by other witnesses, but none as detailed as Harryʼs.)

One aspect of this story, and indeed of most other ghost stories, which intrigues me is the 
very question of what fashion conscious ghosts are wearing when they choose to visit us. 
It might be possible to accept that humans have a spirit which lives on after death and 
which, given the right circumstances, can manifest itself to us. But what about the clothes?  
Do they also have an afterlife? If I decide, say in 2099, to come back and liven up a 
committee meeting of the HDAS with my ghostly presence ought I to give careful thought 
to what I should wear? Will I have a choice?  Perhaps my green wellies, so useful during 
the recent work at Carr Dike. Or my German army anorak, such a necessary piece of kit 
during the summer(?) excavations at Slack. Clearly I would lose all archaeological 
credibility f I turn up in a onesie or in my grumpy grand-dad slippers. My dear, the stress!


