
"I Am That Ghost" 

(This short article was created for the BS35 Magazine using research 

notes relating to the website www.thornburyroots.co.uk.  See website 

for more information) 

Arthur Hugh Spencer Palmer 
was the eldest son of the 

pharmacist James Spencer 
Palmer who had a chemist 

shop at Coronation House in 
the High Street in Thornbury 

in the early 1900s.   

At the time of the 1911 

Census Arthur was a 22 year 
old dental student living  with 

his family in the High St.  Two years earlier in July 1909 a group of  
Bristol students had spent the night at Brockley Court, home of the 

Smyth-Piggott family near Clevedon in Somerset which was 
reputedly haunted.  Apparently, one of these brave young men was 

Arthur Spencer Palmer.  When nothing else of interest happened 
that night, Arthur was persuaded to dress up in a white night gown 

and be photographed as a ghostly monk. 

In May 1911 Arthur qualified as a dentist and emigrated to Kenya, 

then called British East Africa, to take up a post as assistant dentist to 
a Dr. Grice at Nairobi.  He seems to have forgotten all about his 

prank.   

A very famous person gave the photograph rather more thought.  
Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, the creator of Sherlock Holmes, had a wide 

range of scientific interests and these included the paranormal.  Sir 
Arthur thought of himself as a sceptical researcher into the subject 

but he seems to have been particularly gullible (It was he who 

proclaimed that the famous photographs of the Cottingley fairies 
were genuine).  It is unsurprising then that when the photograph of 

the ghostly monk at Brockley Court came his way he was very 
interested indeed.    

Conan Doyle toured widely giving talks on the paranormal and in 

1929 he visited Nairobi.  On 19th March he presented a slide show 
and lecture there about the spirit world using the Brockley Court 

photograph as an example.  One can only imagine his feelings when 
Arthur Spencer Palmer suddenly stood up in the audience with the 

dramatic words "I am that ghost!" 



Some accounts of that time say that Conan Doyle immediately 

accepted that the photograph was a fake and said that he would not 
use it again.  However it seems that being denounced in this way 

rankled.   

Spencer Palmer was the editor of the chess column of the 'East 
African Standard' and it was probably no coincidence that the 

incident was reported fully in that newspaper the following week.  
The report said, 'There can be no doubt that the distinguished 

novelist and lecturer when seen by the Standard representative was 
still decidedly unhappy about the dramatic incident in Nairobi last 

Tuesday when a local resident exposed one of Sir Arthur's so-called 

"spirit photographs" as fake.  "We enjoyed nothing but pleasant 
experiences until that last and ludicrous incident in my lecture" he 

told the Standard representative. ' 

The correspondence page of the East African Standard published a 
stream of letters on the subject of the controversial issue of 

spiritualism.  One source on the internet says that Conan Doyle 
himself wrote to the paper issuing a $1,000 challenge to Palmer to 

prove that the slide was not been taken from the original negative.  
Palmer had not kept the original negative but he had retained a 

print which was more complete than that of Conan Doyle.  Thus it 

was proved that Palmer had the original print.  His story also seems 
to have been supported by experts who could see that the 

photograph was manufactured from a double-exposure. 

The story became widely known and must have "haunted" Conan 
Doyle for the rest of his life. Photographs, coffee mugs and even 

jig-saw puzzles showing the "ghostly photograph" can still be 
bought via the internet.  


