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Introduction

Scotland is a country with a rich and varied history, a land of strikingly beautiful scenery with a people proud of its traditions and heritage. The years that have passed since the beginnings of its history have seen much conflict and upheaval and many triumphs and tragedies that absorb historians and capture the imaginations of storytellers and their audiences. Scottish folk legends tell of fairies, giants and monsters that have lived (or still do live) cheek by jowl with the mere mortals who inhabit this small country. Where or why these stories began no one can be certain, but they have entertained audience and teller alike for many long years and continue to do so. Whether such stories have any base in fact is a matter for debate, but there will always be those who believe that they have some truth attached to them. The search for the Loch Ness Monster goes on, for example, and probably will for all time.

It is the same with the many hundreds of ghosts that are said to populate Scotland. It seems that wherever you go, whatever stories you hear about a place and its past, there is likely to be a ghost story lurking in the background, ready for anyone who will listen. The spectres of sinners condemned to a life in eternal limbo, the tortured souls of those who have been shamefully wronged, victims of cruel and terrible crimes, mysterious green ladies, white ladies and phantoms determined to leave their mark on the living, soldiers, animals and ghastly deformed creatures, all have their place in Scottish ghost stories. Old ghosts, new ghosts, Scotland has them all, ready for those who are willing to hear them, see them or sense their presence. Some ghosts have the ability, it would appear, not only to delight the committed ghost-hunter but also to convince the most sceptical of unbelievers. There are plenty of accounts of people who have been shocked into believing in the existence of ghosts by the appearance of just such a thing, making their hair stand on end and sending them screaming, white-faced, from their beds.

To those who remain dubious, it is clear why some ghost stories have been told. Perhaps a place has a great history of colourful characters who performed gory deeds. The history makes good telling, but people want to hear more. These colourful characters are dead, so what more can be said? The thing to do is to keep them going in ghostly form: a creak in the night, the howl of the wind, a falling leaf brushing past a face – these things can all take on sinister form and be attributed to the mischief of those who have gone before. History comes alive again and is so much more exciting; people will flock to hear the stories and share in the experience.

Other ghost stories, the unbelievers will tell you, are merely the product of over-fertile imaginations. Someone was wakened in the night? It was no more than a bad dream. A shiver down the spine? There must be some normal physiological explanation. And so it goes on. But the tales of supernatural occurrences multiply. Sometimes a rational explanation simply cannot be found. Evidence has been collected of people’s experiences and stories have been compared. Books have been written. Television documentaries have been made. Ghosts have really made the big time – and Scotland is full of them.

This book contains details of many of the most famous of Scottish ghosts, some of which are hundreds of years old. It also tells of some that are not so well known and some that are not so old.

Some ghost stories are strikingly similar – older tales of ghosts and the supernatural that have become very much like the modern ‘urban myth’, perhaps because they have been passed from person to person so many times over many years. When an urban myth is told, it is almost always told as something that happened to a friend of a friend, or a relative of a friend. The events in the story are generally said to have taken place in the town or city in which the story is being told. The same story will undoubtedly have been told in several other places nationwide; each time it will be told as something that happened to somebody connected to the storyteller, in the town in which the story is being told. Thus the same story (details may vary but the content will be much the same) finds itself associated with several different locations and groups of people. Some ghost stories are like this – the same basic elements are there but the places and the people involved are different. It must be the case, therefore, that some of the stories will, quite simply, be untrue.

Some of the stories in this book are myths that have their roots in the nature and activities of the personality involved. The stories that were circulated about Bonnie Dundee are a prime example of this, as are the legends that surround Michael Scott of Balwearie. Bonnie Dundee was a figure who was both feared and hated by many people so it is perhaps not surprising that rumours about his supposed devilish associations and supernatural powers were circulated by his enemies. Michael Scott was by all accounts very clever and learned, and great learning can inspire fear and suspicion.

Some ghost stories, inevitably, have their origins in long, dark nights by the fire, when a gifted storyteller with a fertile imagination could easily send a chill down the spines of a willing audience.

In a country in which beliefs in many things supernatural have been widespread for so many years, it is inevitable that there will be many more stories than real supernatural occurrences. This book makes no attempt to separate fact from fancy. Those readers who wish to pursue their interest in the ghosts and supernatural beings of Scotland can follow their own trail. This book can act as a starting point, but each ghost-hunter will find him or herself following a different path. There are so many ghosts and so many stories to chase.

In addition to the stories of particular ghosts and eerie happenings, mention is made of some of the beliefs that people in Scotland held, and sometimes still hold, about supernatural phenomena of various kinds – the nameless supernatural ‘types’ that were thought to visit the world of mere mortals, influencing them and sometimes playing havoc with their lives. The Devil has also earned his place in this book, for he has been associated with many of the ghostly tales of evil deeds and strange occurrences after death that were told all over Scotland over the years.


Fairies, Green Ladies and Devilish Struggles

Fairies

Scottish folklore is populated with a whole host of fairies, demons, ghosts, green ladies and other manifestations. It is hard, perhaps impossible, to separate these into distinct entities, for the stories and beliefs that relate to them are closely intertwined. For example, the fairy and the ghost were much the same according to certain traditions. Some fairies were not so much perceived as ‘little people’ but rather as spirits of people long dead, either imprisoned on earth or left on earth after having been denied entrance to either heaven or hell. Some fairies were believed to be evildoers and mischief-makers, abducting women and children; others were less malevolent, granting wishes and effecting changes for the better in the lives of the mortals who crossed their paths.

Human interaction with the fairy world was fraught with problems. There was always the danger that if you crossed a fairy the consequences could be unpleasant in the extreme. Thus, there are stories of people who have discovered a magic salve that, if rubbed on their eyes, helps them to see fairies. When this facility is discovered by someone in the fairy kingdom, the mortal concerned at the very least has the facility taken away, but more often will have the offending eye or eyes put out.

There are countless tales of people who have seen into the world, or kingdom, of the fairies, whether through gift, by chance, through the use of a magic salve or in a dream. Stories of people who have had such access to, or sight of, the world of the fairies often tell how a living person has looked into the fairy world and recognised relatives, friends or acquaintances who have died and are now living in the fairy realm. Tales such as these reinforce the idea of a link between the ghost or spirit of the dead and the fairy.

The fairy world, much like the world of the spirits, has its own time, which bears no relation to real time. This uniqueness of time, or perhaps timelessness, which is associated with fairyland, is illustrated by one particular story that comes from Inverness.

The story tells how two fiddlers were visiting Inverness, looking for places to perform, when they met an old man who asked them if they would play at a dance for him. This they agreed to, and they followed the old man to a place called Tomnahurich. They reached Tomnahurich, a small hill outside Inverness, towards nightfall. They entered an opening in the side of the hill and found themselves in a richly decorated hall where scenes of great merriment were taking place. A party was well under way, with food and wine laid on in astonishing quality and abundance. The fiddlers found themselves in the company of many beautiful, but very small and fine-boned, women. The men were allowed to eat and drink their fill at the feast before the dancing began. When they took up their fiddles to play, the party got into full swing. The fiddlers played their hearts out but did so with great pleasure as the music was enlivening and uplifting and the dancing ladies were a joy to behold. Time passed, and they hardly seemed to notice it.

At last, when it seemed that morning had come, the dancing came to a halt and the fiddlers packed up, ready to leave. The old man who had hired them paid them generously with a bag of silver and the fiddlers departed from the hillock in fine spirits. It had been a great night and a most profitable one. They wandered back towards Inverness, and it was here that things seemed to take a strange turn. Everything was different. The town itself had changed so much that they hardly recognised it as the same place. New buildings had sprung up, as if from nowhere. The people had changed too. They all wore very different clothes and laughed when they saw what the fiddlers were wearing, calling their attire ‘strange’ and ‘old-fashioned’.

The fiddlers could not work out what was wrong and decided to return to their own home town. Here they found that the situation was much the same. It was as if several tens of years had passed in the real world while the fiddlers had been away playing at the dance at Tomnahurich.

Finally, the two men tried to take refuge in religion and went to their local church. Their appearance caused quite a stir, but the congregation were silenced when the minister started to speak. Then, at the first mention of the name of God, the two fiddlers crumbled to dust in front of all those present.

The fact that the men were said to crumble to dust when the name of God was mentioned bears out another widespread belief about fairies – that their existence was somehow at odds with God and God’s world; that they were, in fact, more associated with things demonic. Other stories about fairies often relate how the little creatures disappear at the mention of God.

Glaistigs

The glaistig was another supernatural being, a female who appeared in various forms and was sometimes associated with spirits of the dead. Some of the forms that this phenomenon was supposed to take on included half-woman, half-goat, a dog, a sheep, a woman in green and a monster. Whether or not the glaistig was a malevolent being is uncertain. Supernatural occurrences both catastrophic and benign have been attributed to glaistigs in different parts of Scotland at different times. Glaistigs have been commonly associated with water, said to live in places such as waterfalls, lochs and burns. Some were said to be particularly attached to, and protective of, animals, the young and the feeble, herding cows, playing games with children and caring for the sick and elderly. Some stories associate mischief with the concept of the glaistig, and activities similar to those of a poltergeist have been attributed to glaistigs in various folkloric tales. Other tales tell of much more sinister events, however, such as the waylaying and killing of travellers and the pronouncing of curses. Some people, accordingly, saw the glaistig as a manifestation of evil.

Where the glaistig came from or how she came into existence was also a matter of differing opinions, but the link with the dead was never far away. She was sometimes perceived as a human being who had fallen under fairy enchantment; sometimes she was seen as a spirit of a dead person, sometimes a devilish creature with malicious intent. Whatever she was, or wherever she came from, the glaistig was tied in with traditions that link the idea of an afterlife with that of some sort of realm coexistent with the world of the living but inhabited by supernatural beings.

Green Ladies

There are links between the concept of the glaistig and the many tales that are told of green-lady ghosts. Green ladies pop up here, there and everywhere in Scotland, and are often regular visitors and familiar sights to the people and the places that they haunt. Glaistigs, as has been already mentioned, were sometimes said to appear as ladies dressed in green.

Some green-lady ghosts have acquired a reputation for a certain amount of mischief. This links them with some traditional perceptions of the glaistig. In addition to this, certain green-lady ghosts have been said to be able to assume different forms, such as those of a dog or a horse, a feature held in common with glaistigs.

Glaistigs were anonymous creatures, but this is not always the case with green-lady ghosts. Their identities and the reasons for their presence are often known to those whom they haunt.

Wailing Washerwomen

The Banshee

The sight or sound of a woman lamenting and washing clothes has for centuries been associated with doom and death in various parts of Scotland.

One such washerwoman was the banshee, who could be seen by streams and rivers, singing mournful laments as she washed the clothes of one or more people who were about to meet with a violent death. The banshee, it was said, could be approached with caution. If a mortal managed to sneak up to a banshee unnoticed, he or she could then take hold of her and ask her who was to die. Some people believed that, once caught, the banshee would also grant three wishes.

It is said that a banshee was heard wailing in Glencoe shortly before the massacre of the MacDonalds by the Campbells. Some of the MacDonalds heard the noise and, realising that they were in peril, fled to the hills. This, so it has been said, is one of the reasons why the massacre, awful though it was, was not as bad as it might have been. Forty members of the clan perished, it is true, but given the facts that they were outnumbered by the Campbells and taken by surprise during the night, the numbers of the dead were not as great as might have been anticipated.

The Caoineag

The caoineag was another grim spirit who made her presence felt when death was close, but she was less accessible to humans than the banshee. Like the banshee, she was heard to mourn and lament at the edge of a river or stream, but the caoineag was not visible to the human eye. She could not be approached and no one could talk to her. Those who heard the sound of her mourning were said to be doomed to face death or great sorrow.

The third type of ghostly washerwoman was believed to be the spectre of a woman who had died in childbirth. It was widely believed that when a woman died in such a manner, all her clothes had to be washed at once. If this was not done, the woman, who had died before her time was due, would be condemned to wash and to wail in some sort of limbo until she reached her ‘due time’ on earth; that is, until a time was reached when it would have been more natural and appropriate for her to die.

Devilish Struggles

There was a certain fascination, verging on preoccupation, with the Devil long ago in Scotland. If anything or anyone was particularly feared for any reason, the hand of the Devil had to be in there somewhere. Thus it was that men like John Graham of Claverhouse, ‘Bonnie Dundee’, came to be associated with the black arts. He was greatly feared, and the actions he took against his enemies, in particular the Covenanters, earned him widespread hatred. Stories began to circulate that his work was more than human and that he was in some way devilishly inspired. The rumours grew wilder over time. He was said to have consorted with the Devil, to have practised the black arts and to have struck a deal with the Devil whereby he would become invincible in battle. As the fear and loathing of the man increased in intensity, so the stories about him became more fantastic. Sir Tam Dalyell, a contemporary and ally of Claverhouse, earned himself a similar reputation.

The Devil could be a convenient excuse for getting rid of someone who was proving to be a particular nuisance. Many a woman met a terrible death in Scotland in the sixteenth century, condemned for witchcraft and satanic practices. Some of these women might have been guilty of certain unsavoury practices; some, undoubtedly, practised the black arts. Nevertheless, it cannot be denied that, as far as many of them were concerned, they had done nothing to deserve their fate. Sometimes it was the case that a woman simply knew too much for her own good – a superior intellect and an inquiring mind were often treated with suspicion and could be enough to inspire a witch-hunt. Some women were too gossipy, others kept themselves to themselves too much, and the remainder simply behaved in a way that somebody, somehow, found offensive.

Those who did practise the black arts, both women and men, were said to be well acquainted with the Devil. Those who admitted to such knowledge, or were forced into admission of such knowledge, suffered greatly for it. Some survived the rumours, but their notoriety lived on after them. If the stories that are told about them are to be believed, the spirits of people like these almost always seem to return. So we hear of the ghost of Major Weir, who consorted with the Devil and still haunts the Old Town in Edinburgh, and the ghost of Alexander Skene, riding in his coach across the lake every year on Hogmanay to meet with Auld Nick.

The Devil made frequent visits to the land of the living, according to tradition. He prowled the world of mortals in various forms, haunting the virtuous, tormenting the indecisive and tempting away the impious. Whether he appeared as man, beast or monster, the Devil could always be identified by his cloven feet.

The story of Beardie of Glamis Castle, related later in ‘Ghostly Castles’, is one of the many legends that tells of a visit from the Devil to mere mortals – with disastrous consequences for foolish Beardie.

Another story, which comes from Galloway, tells of a meeting in Glenluce between a proud Highlander and the Devil. Plague was rampaging the countryside, sent by the Devil himself, and the Highlander and his family were among the fortunate few who had not caught it. The Highlander had jokingly boasted that he owed his own survival to two things – first, the fine Highland blood that coursed through his body; secondly, the fine malt whisky that also ran through his veins in large quantities.

The Devil had been annoyed that someone should have the effrontery to speak of the plague in such a light-hearted manner. He appeared in front of the Highlander one night as the bold man was making his way home from the local hostelry. The Devil challenged the Highlander to answer for his cheek, but the Highlander, full of Dutch courage, was undaunted. He felt up to any challenge that was offered him. After some debate, the Devil and the Highlander agreed that they would hold a wrestling contest. If the Devil won, he would infect the Highlander with the plague. If the Highlander won, the Devil would have to put the plague in a bag and give it to the Highlander to dispose of.

The Devil was strong, but the Highlander was a wily fighter. They wrestled with each other for some time without a clear victor emerging, both claiming to have won the tussle. In order to settle the argument, they hit upon the idea of a piping contest. The Devil rustled up some pipes for them to play and the contest began. The Devil, taking his turn first, played a fine tune, but when the Highlander picked up the pipes and began to play, the Devil soon realised that here was a man who could play the pipes like no other. The Highlander’s music was powerful and moving. It made the Devil laugh, dance and weep in turn. The Devil could not fail to be impressed and readily admitted defeat. He collected the plague together, like a big black cloud in his hand, then he sealed it in a bag and gave it to the Highlander as promised.

The Highlander had gambled with the Devil, a dangerous pastime if ever there was one. Now he was one of the fortunate few who won. He took the bag that the Devil had given him to the abbot in Glenluce to see what could be done to get rid of the plague once and for all. It took all the powers of the monks in the abbey to subdue the dark spirits of the plague but at last they succeeded, and the dreadful disease was gone from Galloway.

So we know that the Devil was a gambler. He liked a game of cards, and he enjoyed pitting his wits against mere mortals. He was also a rogue with a liking for a good party. In whatever guise he appears in story or verse, as man or beast, the most frequent things associated with his appearance are music, dancing and wild times. Those who did choose to dabble in the occult and practise witchcraft may have traded their eternal souls when they did so, but they probably thought it worthwhile for the earthly pleasures of taking part in wild bacchanalian rites. Moreover, these pleasures did not necessarily come to an end with death.

The ghost of Major Weir is said to haunt the West Bow in Edinburgh still. He was executed after confessing to witchcraft, but following his death, the sounds that were said to emanate from his house before it was ultimately demolished were not those of tortured wailing or lament – they were the sounds of wild merrymaking. His earthly demise may have been most unpleasant, but his ghost, it would seem, was still having quite a good time of it.

Robert Burns’ famous narrative poem ‘Tam o’ Shanter’ portrays the Devil as:


—in shape o’ beast

A towsy tyke, black, grim and large.



Burns’ Devil plays the pipes with gusto as the scantily clad witches dance around him with wild abandon. Tam fears for his life, and indeed his soul, when he comes upon the scene and sees the witches cavorting with the spirits of unchristened children and criminals. But in spite of himself he feels drawn to the sight. The Devil and his entourage are having fun!

Other stories of the Devil and his encounters with mortals tell of the Devil being outdone, not so much by piety or the power of God as by sheer ingenuity. One particular legend that has been told of such a battle of wits between a mortal and the Devil has been associated in slightly different versions with Michael Scott, the notorious thirteenth-century philosopher (some would say sorcerer), Lord Reay and another anonymous man. The stories differ only in detail; the essence is the same.

The Devil has had encounters with the hero of the story before and is looking for a way to torment him. He gives the hero the use of one of his demonic servants to work for him at whichever tasks the hero chooses. The demonic worker is then set a variety of enormous tasks to carry out (bridge-building, barn-building, etc) and completes each task in record time, returning again and again for more work and giving the hero no peace. The hero finally hits upon a plan and instructs his tormentor to go down to the beach and construct a rope of sand. The demonic worker is then condemned to work forever at this impossible task. No sooner has something resembling a rope been made than the tide comes in and washes it away. The Devil has been defeated once again.

The fear of the Devil amongst the Scots, therefore, can be seen to have been counterbalanced by a certain amount of humour, and also, perhaps, a little envy. Nor is it always the case that those who have associated with the Evil One in life are seen to suffer for it after death. Ghosts with demonic associations are not necessarily unhappy ghosts, it would appear.

The Demon Crab

The Devil appeared as many things. People saw him in the form of animals and strange monsters as well as in human form. Whenever something mysterious or sinister happened, signs of the Devil were sought in case the events might be his work. One particular tale from Dundee illustrates quite well that no matter how ready mere mortals were to see Auld Nick, they were not always right in what they saw.

A tragedy had occurred – a brave ferryman had been caught with his boat in a squall and the boat had gone down with all its passengers. Some time later, when the storm had finally subsided, the body of the ferryman was washed up ashore, just in front of the cottage where he had lived. The body was pulled into the cottage and laid out carefully in order that the locals might come and pay their respects. There was quite a crowd gathered. They stood in respectful silence as they looked at the bedraggled corpse of the drowned man.

Suddenly, someone saw a movement in the sleeve of the dead man’s jacket. The crowd gave a gasp – the corpse was stirring! The corpse, however, lay quite still, and out of the sleeve crawled an enormous black crab. To the superstitious fisherfolk present, the crab could be only one thing – the Devil himself! Everyone jumped back as the satanic beast scuttled across the floor of the cottage and made for the door. A path was quickly cleared to let the crab move on towards the sea – no one dared impede the progress of the Devil!

At that moment an elderly fishwife stepped forward, scooped up the crab and tucked it securely in her pinny. Much to everyone’s horror, she announced that it was a meal too good to waste. Stories flew here and there for many days afterwards about the terrible smells that issued from the fishwife’s cottage as she cooked the crab. Some people even claimed to have seen a beastly black form flying out of the cottage as the fishwife put the crab in the pot to boil. In spite of the conjectures and rumours, however, no one could deny the fact that the fishwife ate the crab, enjoyed it, and came to no harm from the experience. People might have been reluctant to admit it, but it seemed that they had got it wrong about the Demon Crab.


Death and Dying: Ghostly Hordes and Phantom Lights

Many superstitions survive to this day concerning the dead and the dying in Scotland. They have their origins in times when people were much more familiar with death, particularly premature death, than they are nowadays, when the country is no longer torn by war and internal feuding and when medical science is able to ensure that most of us at least survive into old age.

The custom of sitting up with a corpse before the funeral – the wake, or lykewake – has its origins in the belief that the body of the dead person needed protection from unwanted spiritual interference before it was given a proper burial. In the past there were several symbolic rites associated with the wake, intended to protect the spirit of the dead and send it safely to the afterlife, and also to protect those who remained living.

Those who sat up with the body at night were provided with a bible, a candle, whisky and food. In some parts of the country it was tradition that there was to be no fire lit in the room in which the corpse lay. The spirit of the dead person was in danger of being interfered with by the forces of evil and therefore no chances were taken with the corpse awaiting burial. Domestic animals were kept well away; if a cat or a dog passed over the body it had to be killed. Mirrors in the room were covered up, and if there was a clock in the room, it had to be stopped.
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