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Lady Lovibond and others of the night
By Michael Connor

LADY LOVIBOND and others of the night.
Early mist rolling off the Channel envelopes the small seaside resort of Deal like a duvet would at daybreak, on a well earned Sunday. Closing out all but the few feet ahead, soft noises approach on the
concrete walkway and further out and down, the crunch of pebbles informs on life close to the water.
No words, but a low whistle in front coincides with the increase in, and speed of, the noise on the beach. As
both end, they are replaced by the sound of heavy breathing. A black dog, wet and panting, pounces up in
front of me and shaking is called to heel by his anoraked owner, both coming into my near sight at the same
moment with sufficient surprise to cause me to check my step. I feel much as a
Back in the
smuggler might have 500 years previous, being confronted by a Revenue man.
1700’s whores
They pass with a growled apology.
Deal has throughout its history been a town which attracted defined groups of
people. Back in the 1700’s whores and smugglers were in the majority but today
it is a low key magnet for media types, following on from a string of theatrical
faces. And the reason I had been up strolling in the damp October night was, I
knew, truly theatrical. In the first instance even if the information – no the story
- I had been told was spoken in earnest, I would have been a non believer. But
even the facts related in the flimsy yarn were conveyed with a lack of certainty.
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‘It’s the birthday of the beautiful wife, no maybe that of the charming captain. Or was it the anniversary of the
death of the mate’s brother who believed his own demise was brought about in revenge.’
It was not the first time I had been told something similar, but I could find no reference other than the original
fact and that of the 50 year visitations. No reports of any birthday parties or anniversary celebrations out on
the sands. I had received the conjecture from two different people in two differAny hope of
ent pubs on two different occasions; the only thing that had been similar was
their pint glasses and the number of times each had been filled.
I arrive at the end of the flood defences without falling onto the beach. I am
looking in the right direction. I know this as I can distinguish the sound of small
waves lapping over each other. But it is equally clear that a tanker could come
crashing ashore and it would not be seen until I could touch it. Any hope of
scoping the Goodwins seven miles out is as far fetched as seeing the object of
my stupid pursuit.
I leave the telescope in my right pocket and decide the small flask of rum in the
left is of more value. I sit for a while until I have sipped the last and decide to
call it a night. Fifty yards back the fog becomes patchy, opening up framed images of night fishermen notched along the shore-line, lifting lines and packing
down their canvas shelters. I had sat longer than I had imagined.

scoping the
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An hour later, having walked briskly from the one golf course to the next and back I am enjoying a well earned
pastry and my second cup of good coffee in the aptly named ‘Black Douglas’ – where a good source of product is principal. Through the plate glass window sun reflects on the water chopped slightly by the rising breeze
responsible for the now clear view of activity layered across to France – rowers sculling in rhythm and at pace,
day sailors in small dingys tacking, yachtsmen cautious of sandbanks and preparing to change sails to take advantage of the rising wind, and ferries transporting tourists and trucks in a never ending pattern.
The weather is promising, so I decide not to sleep until late afternoon. The High Street is a pleasure with all the
hustle and bustle of the small Kentish seaside town and it is much the same on any day of the week, as it sits
on the main London line that attracted many who have bought bijoux flats and small fisherman’s cottages. And
there is a good smattering of Dutch, French and Germans who arrive through the busy ferry port of Dover a
few miles along the coast.
Looking down the main street, much now pedestrianised, the locals are out shopping in the crowd of small em-
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poriums offering a pavement display of fresh vegetables, locally caught fish, a number
of butchers and gourmet bakers along with a delicatessen which has no name. If this
all proves insufficient then the organic lover can select from the abundance of produce
set out in the market which is advertising its presence on both Saturday and Wednesday.
It is refreshing to see people with the time and inclination to answer an enquiry from a
visitor, not brushing them aside with an offhand point. But this may be due to the
town’s motto Adjuvate Advenas – Befriend the Stranger. I wonder if any are exchanging views on Lady Lovibond or am I the only one to have been exposed to this tallest
of tales.
I cut back through a narrow lane onto the front to make the most of the autumn
sun and park myself on an empty one of the many benches that have been strategically placed off into the distance as far as I can see. I can feel my eyes
heavy, ready to doze, but I am alarmed by an aged woman arriving at speed and
breaking with solid determination, along side. Pulling off a pair of black plastic
gauntlets she stuffs them into the bag of her mobility scooter and removes a
Thermos flask.
I will be the first to admit that I am not the most sociable of people. So I do not take
to this unrequested intrusion with much enthusiasm.
‘Coffee?’ she enquires, unscrewing the lid.
I decline with a smile of summoned politeness.
‘Down for the week-end?’ despite her well worn completion, her voice matches the
power of her transport.

I pass on my
condolences,
sense it highly
likely the
steaming
beaker, if not
containing gin,
is laced with
an alternative
strong spirit...

I watch the steam rise from the plastic beaker, and continue
to offer up a smile but avoid giving encouragement by answering.
‘A lot carry a bottle of gin in their bags.’ She says as if answering a question I had
not yet posed.
I recall the number of scooters I had seen back in the pedestrian zone and the way
they were being thrown around. It is not hard to believe the truth of her statement.
‘You’re sitting in my husband’s seat’ she tells me.
I jump up, ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t realise you were with anyone.’ I apologise, quickly
scanning a full 360 degrees without seeing anyone who I consider likely to fit the
bill.
‘Dead. He’s dead.’ She says.
I pass on my condolences, sense it highly likely the steaming beaker, if not containing gin, is laced with an alternative strong spirit, and having got to my feet now, I
think it would be a good time to move along.
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As if communicating with an imbecile, she
points at the empty bench. The blank look
on my face prompts some finger stabbing.
OK. So I am tired. It has been a long night.
But in all honesty the bench wood is weathered and dark, so the small oblong metal
plaque declaring the facility had been donated to commemorate her husband’s death
and his love of the place is far from prominent.
‘I have coffee here with him most days. Weather permitting.’ She informs me.
‘Very pleasant too. It’s been a pleasure talking with you.’ I check my watch; it is a few minutes off one. ‘I would
like to be at the Time Ball Tower at one.’ I say, excusing myself.
I hear her call after me as I walk away, that it no longer works.
‘Just a museum now.’ She adds.
I raise my arm and wave thanks, fully aware of the Tower’s current status and history. Having stood proudly on
the front since 1820, the Time Ball Tower had been utilised for semaphore communication. But the black cannon ball perching on the top no longer falls to earth each day at 1pm. There used to be an automatic trigger by
electric current directly from Greenwich, thereby allowing shipping to set their time pieces correctly every 24
hours.
It is closed and I start to feel the call of a comfy bed, so I decide to walk a little further, get something to eat
and then head back.
Ahead, fishing boats are pulled up onto the beach and a concentric castle, a Tudor construction commissioned
by Henry VIII with its 66 gun emplacements ready to fire on the catholic French. Then further along the path
as Deal becomes Walmer, a bandstand dominates the centre of the green which today stands empty, but pasted
flyers advertise earlier performances by military bands.
I could potter about with boats all day. It is years since I have owned my own, but that was a trimaran, and
these are fishing boats of one sort or another. All appear well maintained, most looking as if they experience if
not daily work, certainly regular usage. History tells us that gold smuggling, not fishing, once provided a prosperous living for the notorious vessel owners using these shores. Not an occupation by all accounts without its
dangers. In 1784, a heavy gale resulted in all the smugglers’ boats being washed up onto the beach. Taking advantage of this windfall, soldiers ordered in by the then Prime Minister, William Pitt, put all the vessels to the
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torch. Although as a testament to their wealth, it was not long before the fleet was rebuilt and the illegal traders
were back at sea.
Hunger has now truly got the better of me. Deal has yet to be overrun by expensive eateries with fine dining
menus. That is not to say food of outstanding restaurant quality can’t be found. 81 Beach Street, where the
chef patron who cooked for the Rolling Stones now has sought after tables and Dunkerleys, which specialises
in fish cuisine, both attract clients from miles up the motorway. I had walked passed various places offering
hot dogs, candy floss, ice-cream cornets and glass cups of coffee from genuine fifties style cafes. But the smell
of malt vinegar had flares my nostrils.
‘Great fish and chips here, sadly no longer wrapped in newspaper, not quite the same, but worth the wait, all
the same.’ the man in the queue next to me glad to provide his recommendation, clearly best eaten sitting on
benches looking across the Channel to France. So, after receiving my warm white parcel I joined the day trippers who seem regularly to catch the eye of the gangs of seagulls swooping in hope.
The man sitting next to me notices the piece in his paper that catches my attention. - The death at 95 was announced this week of the comedian, Norman Wisdom.
‘Wasn’t just slapstick. He was a good actor you know.’ He informs me.
‘So I believe.’ I say, wrapping up the remains of my lunch and looking around
for a bin secure enough to fend off the low flying invaders. I wonder whether
they are catholic.
‘Used to love it down here. Regular visitor. Grew up in a children’s home in
the town by all accounts but he still liked to come back, walk along the
promenade and chat to anyone who wanted to engage him in conversation. I
spoke to him once. Don’t think there was a time he couldn’t raise that characteristic grin.’
I sleep longer than I had intended, and heavier. The lack of sleep the previous night, the bracing sea breeze, the substantial fish lunch and the amount
of walking had provided the added encouragement for me to absorb a full
eight hours. By the time I have showered, dressed and walked back out onto
the street, it is well after eleven. I had intended to visit a couple of the pubs,
locate one or both of the purveyors of the ghostly reports I had been fed,
and encourage them to spend an hour or two away from the warmth of the
hostelry to stare across the cold sea, alongside me.
Why should I have all the enjoyment!
The stars are bright, the sky dark and clear and the air too cold for October. However, I decide to
make my final escapade alone, so that an hour after midnight I can return to the pleasure of a reasonable night’s sleep. After all, despite the fact that many committed ghost hunters visit Deal, I am not
one of these, and in fact I am an avid non believer. Why I have taken up the mantle, I know must
range along side some of the more ridiculous undertakings I have embarked upon over the years. I
guess it may well have been the story itself that I found most compelling.
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I can hear heels clacking as I walk along Middle Street, the sound of a piano and laughter bulging from The
Ship public house. Running parallel to the seafront, the road and pavements narrow with numerous small
streets and alleyways leading off. As I can down a dark path leading towards the shore, trotting towards me are
a tall black fellow in a blue dress and a skinny white guy a cream number, their foot-ware echoing up around
the walls. Neither is the lady I am seeking on this lonely night. I find a seat that can provide a view not obstructed by the pier, take a swig from my refreshed flask and begin scoping the Goodwin Sands, seven miles
off to my left and stretching some ten miles in length.
There is the odd person about, further down nearer the town centre, a couple of fishermen casting off the
beach and a dog walker heading in the direction of Walmer. Without the chill it would have been a pleasant
night. There are quite a few lights out there, but I am not sure what they are: some tankers, a couple of ferries,
lights on the other side or round the curve of the coast.
‘Did you see it?’
I jump. I had not seen the short man who had posed the question, approach.
‘See what?’ I reply with a shiver caused by the cold air that penetrates the little micro climate my body has created around itself.
‘The tall ship. Quite a sight with all its sails a’mast.’
‘Are you sure.’ I ask, and then go on to explain why I am sitting, looking out to sea with
telescope in hand. I relay the story as I had been told it.
The Lady Lovibond, a three masted schooner on its way to, or from, Portugal, with a
cargo of provisions and a sizable haul of bullion, had been lost on the Goodwins on 13
February 1748. The Captain, a man named Simon Peel, had recently married and honeymooned aboard with his new young wife. Mr. Rivers, the mate, was apparently torn with
jealousy and in a fit of rage ran the vessel aground, killing the entire complement.
‘I was told the story goes that on that anniversary every fifty years, the Lady can be seen
again on the Sands. But, also on other occasions at midnight it has been sighted.’
‘That wasn’t the tall ship I saw. It sailed passed this afternoon. And there was certainly
no ghosts on deck. I’d have another tot of that and go home to bed if I was you.’ He
says, pointing at the flask sitting beside me.
I laughed.
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‘Don’t laugh at me, ‘cos I’m not the fool.’ He grins and walks on his way ◙
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