
 

 

THE MAN ON THE WALKWAY 

BY LESLIE OLDFIELD 

 

In the twilight years of the twentieth century it was decided by many nations and communities that 

some worthy project should be undertaken to mark the approaching new millennium.  Indeed, many 

people thought that the advent of the year 2000 was of such important historical, religious and 

social significance that it could not come and go without a great deal of fuss being made about it.  

One such town who decided to mark the occasion with a notable project was New Mills in the north-

west region of Derbyshire. 

After much discussion they decided to construct a “Millennium Walkway” which would allow the 

Torrs gritstone gorge to be made passable to walkers.  After diligent planning and ingenious 

engineering the walkway was completed in 1999 and was more than ready to welcome in the 

second millennium.  Stan Hobbes, a widower and retired sweet factory worker, was initially against 

the project but after ten years of taking his morning constitutional across the impressive walkway in 

all the four seasons of the year he had changed his mind.  At six feet tall and still with a full head of 

hair, even though it was all grey, he proudly and happily walked across the structure every day.   

 As is the way with many older citizens; first cursing a new invention or change of method, which 

they think is the preserve of the young, so much so that they appear to be hardened misoneists.  

However, after a few rebellious years they finally succumb to the charms of the new-fangled device, 

building, method or whatever and begin to embrace it.  Yes, Stan accepted that the walkway project 

had been a good idea after all and no more so than on one particular early winter cold but 

stimulating morning as he stood in the middle of the walkway and watched an heron, perched on a 

stone on the edge of the fast flowing river Goyt below him, waiting patiently for a fish to catch.  

The last few months had been very stressful and traumatic for him and he cherished the solace that 

his early morning outings across the walkway gave him for Stan had been in a permanent state of 

despondency since the day he received the results of all the medical tests that had been carried out 



on him. His general practitioner had told him in as positive way as possible that he was in the early 

stages of Alzheimer’s  and  had reassured him that new drugs were available that could arrest the 

development of the disease  and  that he should not go away from the surgery completely down at 

heart.  

Looking again at the regal and ever patient heron, the words “completely down at heart “echoed in 

his mind. If anything, he reflected, he had been absolutely down at heart during the past six months 

and felt himself denuded of all hope.  Kicking away the fallen autumn leaves in front of him, that 

resembled giant corn flakes due to the previous night’s keen frost, he dwelled on the forthcoming 

Christmas.   It might, he ruminated, be the last Christmas he would experience in any cognizance of 

the fact that it was that time of the year that Christians celebrated the birth of Christ. Indeed, in the 

future would he be in cognizance of anything? The changing seasons of the year had always been 

appreciated and loved by him but would they, too, become meaningless to the man he would soon 

become. 

As he was wallowing in his self-pity he suddenly became aware of a movement in the derelict Torr 

Vale Mill that stood directly opposite the walkway.  He thought he saw a man, a very old man, 

darting from one window to the next and staring directly and accusingly at him. The man had 

protruding eyes and grey stubble and seemed to be in a very bemused state.  Stan was aghast at 

what he saw and could not comprehend what was happening for he knew the window where the 

man was looking at him had no floor under it where an individual could stand and look out. Indeed, 

the mill, at that particular section, was a hollowed out shell and the floors of the building had 

collapsed decades ago. Either, he thought, he was looking at the ghost of an old mill worker or his 

Alzheimer’s was beginning to kick in and he was at a loss to decide which one it was.  

Hoping and praying that it was, actually, a ghost that he was seeing he  playfully surmised that it 

could be the restless spirit of a Victorian weaver who, after being too old to work at the mill 

anymore, had been forced to enter the local workhouse.  He indulged in his musings further and felt 

that it was probably a man who had had no relatives who would look after him and, after finishing 

work, he had no means or savings to avoid him seeking the dubious charms of the workhouse.  

People mistakenly think, Stan thought, that the horrid workhouses of yesteryear were full of feckless 

and idle fellows  and women of easy virtue but the truth of the matter was that they were full of old 

men and women who, like knackered horses, were not fit for work anymore. He remembered 

reading Jack London’s, “People of the Abyss”, as a young man and recalled his description of the sad 

and decrepit old people who inhabited those awful places. In those days, he further reflected, old 

age was something to be feared by the working class; there was no old age pension until 1909 and 

anybody with no money was a hostage to fate. 

Yes, he sympathised with the apparition and could very much understand why he looked so 

disconsolate and miserable. It, indeed, must have been terrible to have been old and poor in those 

“good old days” he sarcastically remarked to himself. But was he not in a similar situation to that 

tragic ghost who was ogling him? True, he had a good pension and had no money worries and a nice 

home to live in but what good were these to him if his condition drastically worsened. He had no 

relatives to care for him or, more correctly, wanted to care for him and although he would not have 

to dread the workhouse he was not at all that happy about having to enter its modern day 

equivalent: the residential care home.   Disappearing as mysteriously as he had appeared, the ghost 



of the old mill worker could no longer be seen by Stan and he continued with his walk after he had 

satisfactorily noted that the watchful heron had finally managed to catch a fish. 

That evening after he had listened to an episode of “The Archers” on the radio he poured himself a 

glass of German beer and sat back in his favourite leather armchair and took stock of his situation 

and what  he had seen, or thought he had seen, on the walkway that particular morning.   He 

thought it was strange how old age affected people in different ways and saw it as unfair that some 

people with active and alert brains suffer terrible physical deterioration and some older people who 

are physically fit and in good shape, like himself, suffer terrible mental deterioration. 

Looking at the picture of his dead wife, Dorothy, on the mantelpiece he pondered whether the old 

man on the walkway had been a widower as well.  Furthermore, did he not have any sons or 

daughters who were prepared to look after him? Is that why he looked so pitiful and despairing?  In 

thinking about the mysterious man in the mill he considered he was not in such a different situation 

than him. Sure enough, he had a son, David, an engineering graduate, who did not live that far away 

in Sale, South Manchester.  But he could not see his son’s wife and his daughter in law, Susan, a 

maths teacher at a community school in Cheshire allowing his son to give him a home in their 

household. Yes, he thought there wasn’t that much difference for his future than there had been for 

the old man on the walkway in the past.  After taking another sip of beer he grinned and spoke 

aloud, “Plus ca Change”, and started to remember old friends of his who had died over the 

preceding years. Like many people, he had almost felt a sense of invulnerability and superiority that 

he had managed to live to a good age whilst others he had known had died young or comparatively 

young. Now, with the knowledge that he was a sufferer of Alzheimer’s, that sense of arrogance had 

disappeared; he considered that maybe his old friends, who had died quickly and unknowingly, 

might have been the lucky ones after all. 

Fear of the unknown is one of the worst fears that men and women can have and there is nothing 

more unknown than what person thinks and feels when he enters the latter stages of the accursed 

disease that he had been recently diagnosed with. True, physicians could see the outward signs but 

they could only speculate about what the victims actually experienced. Thinking of his beloved dead 

wife, he felt happy that she would not be there to witness his illness develop and he felt proud of 

himself that he had not taken up with another woman since she had passed away. 

 As a practising Christian he had always thought it a paradox that his church had allowed widowers 

and widows to remarry in church. Surely, if there was life after death there would be embarrassing 

situation in heaven when the bereaved spouse, when he or she died, had to explain to his wife or 

husband about the other partner he had promised to honour and obey. It was a conundrum and he 

could not reason it out and he was glad that it was puzzle he would not get involved with when he 

died. 

Before retiring to bed, Stan made his customary look through his front room window  to check on 

the state of things outside and noted, even though it was not yet December, that one of his 

neighbours across the street had put a Christmas tree up in his window which was duly glistening 

with blue lights. Stan, on seeing this, shook his head and pined for the time when people put only 

put up their decorations a week or two before Christmas. 



The next morning saw another severe frost and Stan wondered whether if it was a wise thing to do 

to take his usual morning stroll along the Torrs.  However, after having his usual breakfast of toast 

and marmalade washed down with a cup of Darjeeling tea he cast off any worries of slipping or 

catching a cold and made ready to go his ritual, daily walk. He was also curious to see if he would see 

another glimpse of the pitiful old man at the mill again. 

Quickly descending the steps that led to the gorge, he headed straight towards the Millennium 

Walkway and when he was halfway across he scanned the derelict mill intently to see if he could see 

any sign of the old man’s ghost.  Yet, although he looked at every one of the Torr Vale Mill’s 

hollowed windows he could find no trace of him. Perhaps, he thought, it was a chance sighting of the 

spectre he had seen yesterday and it might be that he would probably never see him again.  

All of a sudden, he became aware of a voice on the walkway and he immediately turned away from 

looking at the mill and was astonished to see the old man standing about thirty yards ahead of him 

on the structure. Instantly, he became concerned and felt his heart thumping away under his 

overcoat. He wasn’t sure whether to turn back the way he had come and go back home or bravely 

advance to get a closer look at the disturbing apparition.  

He heard what resembled a moaning sound and decided to face his fears and walk in the direction of 

the old man who was staring directly at him with a vacant expression.  As he approached the ghost 

he  became painfully aware of  just how ugly, decrepit  and repulsive the old man was and noticed 

that he was dripping saliva from his lower lip and had deep creases all over his countenance. 

Moreover, his pallor was a sickly yellow which reminded Stan of the colour of an old and rotten 

banana and when he was less than ten yards from the man he was shocked to see that the spectre 

had started to walk towards him and became very nervous about what would happen. 

When the ghost was within six feet of him a very disturbing thought crossed Stan’s mind; was this  

really a spectre or was it  a ” prevoyance  enfantine” of  what he would become, due to his affliction, 

in five or ten years’ time.  At this thought a searing pain crossed his chest and he found himself 

having difficulty in breathing and  then he felt his legs go weak and he lost consciousness has he 

crashed to the floor of the walkway.   

Three weeks later a middle aged, married couple walking their dog along the Torrs gorge picked up 

an errant newspaper that had been blown into their path by a strong wind.  The woman picked it up 

and immediately recognised the picture on the front page of it as the distinguished and friendly old 

man who, until recently, they had regularly seen on their walks in the gorge. She passed the paper to 

her husband and he read aloud what was printed under the picture of the man: “It has been 

concluded by the local police, after detailed enquiries and a post mortem that Stan Hobbes, aged 74, 

who was found dead on the Millennium walkway on the morning of November 29th, died from 

natural causes. At first the police thought that his death was suspicious and an investigation had 

been launched. However, a police spokesperson confirmed yesterday that no further enquiries would 

be made and Mr Hobbes’ body could be released for burial. 

 

       

 



 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 


