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      One Saturday afternoon a servant-lass was busy in the kitchen. As she worked away, she saw a flickering light on the floor
            in front of her, then the light went out, and in its place was a pair of old-fashioned, worn-out shoes with toes peeping through
            holes. She looked up and there was a wizened woman. The woman pointed a skinny finger at the fire and seemed to be asking
            if she could sit there and warm herself.

      
      The lass made a seat for her and asked her where she was from. The woman said she was the old lady of the tower. ‘My spirit
            cannot rest. I am plagued by a bad conscience.’ She went on to tell the lass that she had hidden all her money beneath the
            bottom step of the tower. The girl was to find it and share it between herself, the owner of the house and the poor and orphans
            of the village.

      
      The money was found – just as the ghost had said …
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      INTRODUCTION

      
      

         ‘It is all very well for you who have never seen a ghost to talk as you do, but had you seen what I have witnessed, you would
            have a different opinion.’
         

         WILLIAM MAKEPEACE THACKERAY

      



      
      THERE ARE PLENTY OF ghosts, wraiths, apparitions and other strange phenomena in these pages, but the reader will search hard
         for a single explanation of what exactly a ghost is. I make no claim to know. I am a sceptic in most things – in the behaviour
         of the living as much as that of the dead – and so I am inclined to believe some of the stories gathered here more than others.
         But I am also highly sceptical of that kind of absolute certainty which categorically denies there can be any such thing as
         a ghost. My own experience, and that of many other people who are themselves sceptics, with no reason to invent a piece of
         ghostly theatre, is that there are things in this world that we do not fully understand or cannot fully explain. It may be
         that there is a ‘rational, scientific’ explanation that will unfold in due course. It may equally be that reason and science
         are not the keys to every locked door; it may be that our ancestors had access to doors now locked and bolted to all but a
         few of us. It is, in the end, up to the reader to judge, judge, remembering only this: the greatest of sceptical philosophers, David Hume, showed that we can know things only through experience, but that even experience proves nothing. What, then, if our experience shows us things we cannot explain except by saying: ‘I only know that it happened’? I am neither for nor against ghosts: but undoubtedly some of the things you are about to read happened to the people who experienced them.
      

      
      So much depends upon the credibility of the source, and upon the credulity of the recipient. Sometimes one reads between the
         lines a quite different story from the one being told. A good example is the incident related by Father Charles McKay to the
         Countess of Shrewsbury in a letter dated 21st October 1842. In 1838 McKay had left Edinburgh to take charge of the Catholic
         missions in Perthshire. On arrival in Perth, he was called upon by a woman named Anne Simpson, who had been anxious to see
         a priest for more than a week:
      

      
      

         On asking her what she wanted with me, she answered, ‘Oh, Sir, I have been terribly troubled for several nights by a person
            appearing to me during the night.’ ‘Are you a Catholic, my good woman?’ ‘No, Sir, I am a Presbyterian.’ ‘Why, then, do you
            come to me? I am a Catholic priest.’ ‘But, Sir, she (meaning the person that had appeared to her) desired me to go to the priest, and I have been inquiring for a priest during
            the last week.’ ‘Why did she wish you to go to the priest?’ ‘She said she owed a sum of money, and the priest would pay it.’
            ‘What was the sum of money she owed?’ ‘Three and tenpence, Sir.’ ‘To whom did she owe it?’ ‘I do not know, Sir.’ ‘Are you
            sure you have not been dreaming?’ ‘Oh, God forgive you! for she appears to me every night. I can get no rest.’ ‘Did you know
            the woman you say appears to you?’ ‘I was poorly lodged, Sir, near the barracks, and I often saw and spoke to her as she went
            in and out to the barracks, and she called herself Malloy.’
         

      



      
      Subsequent to this conversation, Father McKay made inquiries and found that an Irish woman named Malloy who had recently died
         did indeed owe three shillings and tenpence to a local shopkeeper. The priest duly paid off the debt and the woman’s ghost
         did not bother Anne Simpson any more.
      

      
      Now it may be that this is a genuine ghost story. Certainly Charles McKay was sincere in recording the whole case. But, reading
         it now, one cannot help thinking that he was the victim of a confidence trick. Anne Simpson knew the identity of the ghost; she knew her name was Malloy and that she was a Catholic; she also knew the amount the ghost supposedly
         owed, although apparently not to whom it was owed. She often saw and spoke to the woman: surely it is more than likely that
         she knew about the money before Malloy died. Three shillings and tenpence was a not insignificant sum in 1842. Perhaps she
         and the shopkeeper came to an arrangement, that she would approach the newly arrived priest with her tale in an attempt to
         recover the lost debt. Again, the sociology is fascinating: was the religious and cultural divide in early 19th-century Perthshire
         being deliberately exploited?
      

      
      A friend of mine who stays near Carluke in Lanarkshire, a man of absolute integrity and of that serious thoughtfulness that
         so often marks the Scottish character, told me that not long after moving into his present home he had an unnerving experience,
         which he cannot explain but knows took place. He was in the kitchen, standing at the sink, when a terrible frisson of bitter cold passed through him. It was as if another person’s body, freezing in temperature, had walked by him and half-through his own body.
         He was very upset, but decided to say nothing to his family for fear of worrying them. A few days later, in exactly the same
         spot, the very same thing happened. At this point a mixture of fear and courage combined to make him confront whatever it
         was that was happening. ‘Look,’ he said out loud, ‘I don’t know if you’re trying to frighten me, but you’re succeeding,’ and
         then added with some vigour, ‘Now bugger off and leave me alone!’ He never had the experience again. In contrast to the Perthshire
         tale, I am inclined to believe there was a paranormal element to the Carluke one, partly of course because it was told directly
         to me.
      

      
      As stories grow old, extra details and odd little growths become attached to them, like sea-plants and crustaceans to a rusting
         hulk. Some of the stories in this book go back several centuries: there are of course no surviving witnesses, and sometimes
         no surviving written sources. In these cases, the original ghosts have often become symbols – of moral judgment, revenge,
         supernatural justice. It is no surprise that many of them come from a period of intense religious, political and social upheaval
         in Scotland – the 17th century – and that the same elements reappear in different places, the same characteristics are attributed
         to different hauntings, and that very often one story is connected by family or location to another. But where possible, I
         have gone back to the nearest or oldest sources for the full details. Some, like the case of the Rerrick poltergeist, are
         amazingly well-documented. Others, like the story of Major Weir, are a mass of hearsay and the product of a wilful, fanatical
         belief in the Devil and all his works. Whether one accepts the truth of one, or both, or either of these stories, they are
         fascinating documents of the period to which they belong. The sociology of ghosts is often as interesting a subject as the hauntings themselves.
      

      
      More recent stories are, as one would expect, subjected to a more critical eye by those who collect them. In the 19th century,
         ghost-hunting was all the rage, and was often conducted with a kind of spurious scientism which, far from giving the stories
         credibility, tends now to make the collectors’ motivations look highly suspect. Some of the so-called great ghost experts
         not only gathered tales so lurid and bizarre that it is hard to take them seriously, but also saw ghosts themselves on every
         lonely by-road, in every supposedly haunted house or castle, and in every place they investigated, with a regularity that
         would be truly wonderful were it not so far-fetched. As Eric Russell in his book, Ghosts, said of the dean of ghost-hunters, Elliott O’Donnell, the most effective story-telling style was to create a kind of Chinese
         puzzle whereby one narrator introduced another who might introduce another, and so forth, hustling the reader with confidence
         and gusto from marvel to marvel, giving him no time for reflection and the scepticism that might arise. ‘Infallibly,’ wrote
         Russell, ‘if O’Donnell seeks a ghost, he finds it whether it is noonday upon a San Francisco street, night in the Welsh mountains
         or upon Wimbledon Common … For Elliott O’Donnell, the Other World was here and now, informing, permeating the “real” world,
         so that it would be impossible to draw a boundary line.’
      

      
      Other writers have recycled stories without bothering to research the original sources, and distortions and factual errors
         have crept in. Some of the stories in this book are famous – those associated with Glamis, for example, or the tale of Major
         Weir – while others are less well-known or completely new. But in every case, as far as possible, I have researched primary material and visited the sites of the stories. I have also acknowledged
         my written sources: it seems only fair, and nothing is more likely to reduce one’s faith in a tale of ghosts than the discovery
         that what one is reading is not only second-hand, but copied almost word for word from another work without acknowledgement. A guide to Scottish hauntings published in the 1970s was particularly remiss in using many of the stories of the 19th century
         Scottish geologist and man of letters, Hugh Miller, in virtually his own words, without once mentioning his name.
      

      
      There are famous stories missing from this book, sometimes because they are so famous. Mary King’s Close below the Edinburgh
         City Chambers, for example, does not feature here, although as recently as June 1995 a man who spent a night there for charity
         captured a strange image on video, which might have been the head of a dog reputed to haunt the close three hundred years
         ago. Edinburgh Castle, Stirling Castle and St Andrews are all famed for their ghosts – headless drummer, green lady and helpful
         monk respectively – but they and many other Scottish spectres do not grace these pages. The fact is that one could fill several
         books with all the ghost stories that Scotland has produced – and continues to produce – over the years.
      

      
      If there is a particular Scottishness to these tales, it may lie in the religious ideology that underlies some of them, but
         it is also found in their sheer diversity, for Scottish society, past and present, is full of variety. There are stories from
         the Highlands and the Lowlands, which are distinguishable not just by location but by the culture they reflect. It seems right,
         therefore, that I should acknowledge Hugh Miller, who saw himself as the inheritor of two cultures – the ‘Celtic’ of his mother and the ‘Saxon’ of his father – as a principal influence on, and
         inspiration for, this book, and to conclude by encouraging readers to discover for themselves one of the great polymathic
         minds of 19th-century Scotland.
      

      




      
      
      Chapter One

      
      HAUNTED GENIUS: THE STRANGE CASE OF HUGH MILLER

      
      ON A COLD NOVEMBER afternoon in 1807, a young mother was sewing by her fire, with her five-year-old son playing at her side.
         The small but comfortable house in Cromarty in which they sat had been built a century before by one John Feddes, a buccaneer
         who had made his living raiding Spanish ships off the South American coast, and who was the grandfather of the young woman’s
         husband. Outside, the weather was bleak and sullen, but with little wind and only a heavy swell breaking in from the east
         to indicate that conditions at sea were at all hazardous. Harriet Miller had no reason to fear for her shipmaster husband,
         who was one of the most skilful sailors on all the east coast of Scotland, and who had survived the worst of weathers in his
         many years sailing between the North and the port of Leith. In any case, she had just received a letter from him, sent from
         Peterhead, in which he wrote of a fierce gale that had forced him into harbour, but also of his intention of setting out on
         the next leg of his journey to Edinburgh: ‘We have had verry Bad Weather lets hope will get Beater my kind Love to your Self
         and our dear little Ons.’ He had been away for nearly three months, collecting kelp among the Hebrides for the chemical industry,
         and both Harriet and the boy Hugh were well used to his long absences from home.
      

      
      There was a sudden gust in the street outside the house, and the front door, which was not locked, fell open. The mother sent
         the boy to close it again. And here, let Hugh Miller himself take up the story:
      

      
      

         What follows must be regarded as simply the recollection, though a very vivid one, of a boy who had completed his fifth year
            only a month before. Day had not wholly disappeared, but it was fast posting on to night, and a grey haze spread a neutral
            tint of dimness over every more distant object, but left the nearer ones comparatively distinct, when I saw at the open door,
            within less than a yard of my breast, as plainly as ever I saw anything, a dissevered hand and arm stretched towards me. Hand
            and arm were apparently those of a female: they bore a livid and sodden appearance; and, directly fronting me, where the body
            ought to have been, there was only blank, transparent space, through which I could see the dim forms of the objects beyond.
         

      



      
      The lad was ‘fearfully startled’, and ran shrieking to his mother, telling what he had seen. The house-girl was next despatched
         to close the door, and she too, no doubt infected with the child’s panic, reported the presence of the dissevered hand. But
         when Harriet herself went, there was nothing. She was, however, a superstitious woman, and not one to make light of her son’s
         tale. And in a few days there seemed to be an explanation for the apparition. For at almost that very hour, as far as could
         be told, the father, his sloop and all hands were lost in heavy seas somewhere off the Buchan coast. ‘The supposed apparition,’ wrote Hugh Miller years later in his autobiography, ‘may have been merely a momentary affection of the
         eye … But if so the affection was one of which I experienced no after-return; and its coincidence, in the case, with the probable
         time of my father’s death, seems at least curious.’
      

      
      It was not the only time the young Hugh saw something strange in that old house (which still stands, and is now in the care
         of the National Trust for Scotland). Often he clamoured for the story of his great-grandfather the pirate, and how he had
         come home from the Spanish Main to find the sweetheart of his youth a widow, and had married her. One day, playing all alone
         at the foot of the steep stair, something extraordinary caught Hugh’s eye on the landing above: there stood John Feddes (or
         so the child instinctively assumed):
      

      
      

         a large, tall, very old man, attired in a light-blue greatcoat. He seemed to be steadfastly regarding me with apparent complacency;
            but I was badly frightened; and for years after, when passing through the dingy, ill-lighted room out of which I inferred
            he had come, I used to feel not at all sure that I might not tilt against old John in the dark.
         

      



      
      All his life, Hugh Miller would be susceptible to the influence of the supernatural, and it is possible that this preoccupation
         contributed to his premature death. ‘I am old enough to have seen people who conversed with the fairies,’ he once wrote in
         a letter to Robert Chambers, ‘and as for ghosts, why, I am not very sure but what I have seen of ghosts myself.’ An unruly
         and violent boy who left school after a fight with the master, he first learned the trade of a stonemason, and worked throughout
         the Highlands and in Edinburgh for some years before ill-health turned him to less physical, though hardly less demanding, work
         as a writer. As a youth he developed an interest in natural history and fossils, wandering the shores around Cromarty and
         splitting open rocks with an old hammer that had belonged, his mother told him, to his pirate ancestor. Later, through diligent
         self-education and the exercise of a vigorous imagination, he was to become one of the best-known figures of early Victorian
         Britain: a geologist and palaeontologist, journalist, essayist, editor and moralist, and one of the foremost champions of
         the Free Church when it broke away from the Church of Scotland in 1843. In his writings he displayed all the rationalism and
         rigour that one might expect of a self-taught scientist who remained a devout Presbyterian. Yet he never cut himself off entirely
         from the powerful hold that an early fascination for myth, legend and the paranormal had exercised upon him: his first important
         book – and in many ways his most interesting one – published in 1835, was called Scenes and Legends of the North of Scotland, and it remains a major source for folklorists even today. And at various other points in his life, it would seem, the other-worldly
         would make itself felt upon this great and humane intellect.
      

      
      His mother Harriet, according to the account given by Miller’s wife Lydia to his biographer, would supply many of the tales
         for Scenes and Legends: ‘Her belief in fairies, witches, dreams, presentiments, ghosts was unbounded, and she was restrained by no modern scruples
         from communicating her fairy lore, or the faith with which she received it, to her son.’ In the wake of his father’s death
         at sea, the gloomy atmosphere was further darkened by the widow’s infatuation with the netherworld, and by the fact that,
         struggling to earn enough for her son and two little daughters (who would both die of fever before their teens), much of her fireside work entailed the sewing of
         shrouds for the dead. Having heard tale after tale of mysteries, signs and wonders, Hugh would be put to bed in the same room,
         where he would drift off, to the click-click of his mother’s work, and dreams would mingle with reality. Lydia blamed Hugh’s
         mother for fostering in him an ‘inability to distinguish between waking and sleeping visions … There was plenty of affection
         but no counter-balancing grain of sense of a kind which would qualify those tremendous doses of the supernatural.’
      

      
      Hugh, then, grew up with a fascination for the morbid and the bizarre, doubtless brought on in part by his father’s drowning.
         When a dead seaman was washed up on a nearby beach, he went to examine the body: ‘The hands and feet, miserably contracted,
         and corrugated into deep folds at every joint, yet swollen to twice their proper size, had been bleached as white as pieces
         of alumed sheep-skin; and where the head should have been, there existed only a sad mass of rubbish.’ On another occasion,
         as a young man, he took himself at midnight up to the old graveyard of St Regulus on the outskirts of Cromarty. Here were
         the ruins of an old chapel, and beneath it, accessible only by a hole cut into the ground, the crypt of the Urquharts of Cromarty
         Castle, which was then used as a charnel-house by the local gravediggers. Miller lowered himself on a rope down into the pit,
         lit a torch he had brought with him, and sat out the night alone amid the bones and debris of the dead.
      

      
      Writing of the old traditions of the country lyke-wake, the vigil over the newly dead, he remarked:

      
      

The house of mourning is naturally a place of sombre thoughts and ghostly associations. There is something, too, in the very
            presence and appearance of death that leads one to think of the place and state of the dead … But by what process of thought
            can we bring experience to bear on the world of the dead? It lies entirely beyond us, – a terra incognita of cloud and darkness; and yet the thing at our side, – the thing over which we can stretch our hand, – the thing dead to
            us, but living to it, – has entered upon it; and, however uninformed or ignorant before, knows more of its dark, and to us
            inscrutable mysteries, than all our philosophers and all our divines.
         

      



      
      Miller’s imagination crossed into that unknown land frequently, disturbing his peace of mind, sometimes enabling him to produce
         brilliant tales of ghosts and apparitions.
      

      
      His friend and fellow-geologist, Robert Dick of Thurso, recalled another strange incident that perhaps illustrates how thin
         was the dividing line between the sceptical and the credulous Miller:
      

      
      

         I mind, after an hour’s work on the rocks together at Holborn Head, we sat down on the leeside of a dyke to look over our
            specimens, when suddenly up jumped Hugh, exclaiming, ‘The fairies have got hold of my trousers!’ and then sitting down again,
            he kept rubbing his legs for a long time. It was of no use suggesting that an ant or some other well-known ‘beastie’ had got
            there. Hugh would have it that it was ‘the fairies’!
         

      



      
      
      When still an apprentice at the age of twenty, Hugh was working with his master near the old burial ground of Kirkmichael,
         not far from Jemimaville in the Black Isle. He was keen to visit the ruined chapel and tombs, but the whole of every day was
         given over to hard labour, and he had no time before sunset. One night, falling asleep rapidly from the exhaustions of the
         day, he dreamed he was approaching the chapel over a piece of marshy ground on a fine midsummer evening. This is the account
         he gave to one of his earliest patrons, George Baird, Principal of Edinburgh University:
      

      
      

         [The burying-ground] was laid out in a manner the most exquisitely elegant. The tombs were of beautiful and varied workmanship.
            They were of a style either chastely Grecian or gorgeously Gothic; and enwreathed and half-hid by the flowers and foliage
            of beautiful shrubs, which sprung up and clustered around them. There was a profusion of roses, mingled with delicate blue
            flowers of a species I never saw except in this dream. The old Gothic chapel seemed roofed with stone, and appeared as entire
            as the day it had been completed; but from the lichens and mosses with which it was covered, it looked more antique than almost
            any building I remember to have seen. The whole scene was relieved against a clear sky, which seemed bright and mellow as
            if the sun had set only a minute before. Suddenly, however, it became dark and lowering, a low breeze moaned through the tombs
            and bushes, and I began to feel the influence of a superstitious terror. I looked towards the chapel, and on its western gable
            I saw an antique-looking, singularly formed beam of bronze, which seemed to unite in itself the shapes of the hour hand of a clock and the gnomon of a dial. As I gazed on it, it turned slowly on
            its axis until it pointed at a spot on the sward below. It then remained stationary as before. My terror increased, – the
            images of my dream became less distinct, and my last recollection before I awoke is of a wild night-scene, and of my floundering
            on in the darkness through the marsh below the burying-ground. A few weeks after the night of this dream, one of my paternal
            cousins in the second degree was seized by a fever of which he died. I attended his funeral, and found that the grave had
            been opened to receive his corpse on exactly the patch of sward to which the beam had turned.
         

      



      
      Though Miller the sceptic described this as a mere ‘prophecy of contingency’ – that is, ‘one of those few dreams which, according
         to Bacon, men remember and believe because they happen to hit, not one of the many which they deem idle and forget, because
         they chance to miss’ – it is interesting to note that Miller the credulous (or at least the good story-teller) re-used it
         in a disguised form as one of his Scenes and Legends.
      

      
      After several years as a stonemason, Miller’s health deteriorated from poor working and living conditions and the constant
         inhalation of stone-dust which, at that time, lowered the life-expectancy of masons to the age of about forty-five. By the
         time he was in his thirties he was writing more and more, and developing his immense knowledge as a geologist. For the last
         sixteen years of his life he lived in Edinburgh, where he was editor of The Witness, the newspaper most closely associated with the Free Church movement in the run-up to, and aftermath of, the Disruption of
         1843. He became a familiar figure in the streets of Edinburgh, with his mass of thick hair and his broad shoulders wrapped in a plaid, but he
         also travelled all over the British Isles pursuing his geological studies and lecturing to packed audiences. The strain of
         the amount of work he was doing, however, on top of the earlier weakness to his chest and lungs, showed increasingly in his
         anxiety, his bouts of melancholy and growing paranoid suspicions about the people around him.
      

      
      Now living in the quiet seaside suburb of Portobello, with a specially designed building in his garden to house his geological
         specimens, he began to fear for the safety of himself, his family and his fossil collection. His son told him he thought he
         had seen a light in the garden: Miller set a man-trap (one which, however, was designed not to hurt but only to hold any intruder)
         at the door of the ‘museum’. For years he had had the habit of carrying at least one revolver with him wherever he went. At
         home he kept guard with a broadsword and a dirk. At night he could not sleep, but worked on his latest book or paced the house,
         armed to the teeth. Something of which he was terribly afraid seemed to be haunting his every move.
      

      
      On 22nd December 1856, Miller came down to his breakfast and complained to Lydia that he had had a strange night. ‘There was
         something I didn’t like,’ he told her. ‘I shall just throw on my plaid and step out to see Dr Balfour.’ For him to volunteer
         to visit the family doctor was unheard of, but he was clearly deeply disturbed. ‘My brain is giving way,’ he told Balfour.
         ‘I cannot put two thoughts together today: I have had a dreadful night of it: I cannot face another such: I was impressed
         with the idea that my museum was attacked by robbers, and that I had got up, put on my clothes, and gone out with a loaded
         pistol to shoot them. Immediately after that I became unconscious. How long that continued I cannot say; but when I awoke in the morning I
         was trembling all over, and quite confused in my brain. On rising I felt as if a stiletto was suddenly, and as quickly as
         an electric shock, passed through my brain from front to back, and left a burning sensation on the top of the brain, just
         below the bone.’ So convinced was he that he had been out on this and two previous nights that he examined his trousers to
         see if they were wet or muddy, but they were not. Dr Balfour said he had been overworking and was suffering from stress, and
         instructed him to rest. He and another friend and colleague of Hugh’s, Professor James Miller, would visit him the next day.
      

      
      When they did so, they found that the same terrors had afflicted him on the Monday night. ‘It was no dream,’ Hugh told them,
         but he could not say exactly what had happened, only that a great and fearful power was abroad in the night. ‘I felt as if
         I had been ridden by a witch for fifty miles, and rose more wearied in mind and body than when I lay down.’
      

      
      That evening Miller spent time with Lydia and his sixteen-year-old daughter Elizabeth, reading and discussing poetry. But
         in the early hours of Christmas Eve, once again visited by his demons, Hugh rose from the bed he slept in, in a small room
         next to his upstairs study, and scribbled a passionate note to Lydia:
      

      
      

         My brain burns. I must have walked; and a fearful dream rises upon me. I cannot bear the horrible thought. God and Father of the Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy
            upon me. Dearest Lydia, dear children, farewell. My brain burns as the recollection grows. My dear, dear wife farewell.
         

         Hugh Miller

      



      
      
      He picked up the revolver that was lying near at hand, lifted the thick sweater he had hastily put on and fired the gun into
         his chest. He collapsed in the doorway between the two rooms, the weapon falling into the bath he had used earlier that night,
         and there bled to death.
      

      
      Two hundred miles away in Cromarty, that same night, his mother had gone to her bed ‘suspecting no evil and anticipating no
         bad tidings’. About midnight, as she later recalled, she sat up in bed to see a bright light ‘like a ball of electric fire’
         flit about the room, lingering on the different bits of furniture. When it finally settled, and just as she was wondering
         what it signified, it suddenly went out – ‘extinguished itself in a moment, leaving utter blackness behind’ – leaving the
         poor woman filled with a sense of a sudden and awful calamity.
      

      
      What drove Hugh Miller to suicide will never be known. Some speculate that he was in mental anguish over the apparent incompatibility
         between his religious beliefs and his geological findings about the antiquity of the Earth; but not only does this fail to
         square with his own writings on the subject, it is hard to see his intellect being defeated on matters of which he was an
         acknowledged master. The post-mortem, carried out by Dr Balfour, Professor Miller and two others, found only evidence of ‘diseased
         appearances in the brain’ and that he had shot himself ‘under the impulse of insanity’. Tertiary syphilis has been suggested,
         but although this ties in with some of Miller’s symptoms, there is no real evidence to support this theory. But perhaps there
         were reasons, stretching back to the loss of his father and the influence of his mother, which cannot be rationally explained.
         Whatever, in death as in life, Miller was never free of the fear of supernatural forces about which he wrote so brilliantly
         in his books.
      

      
      
      And there is a bizarre postscript. On the day of Miller’s funeral, a bleak 29th December, a crowd of several thousand turned
         out to line the route of the procession from Portobello to the Grange Cemetery in Edinburgh. Earlier that day, in the same
         cemetery, another burial had taken place – that of Thomas Leslie, a gunsmith. The six-shot revolver with which Miller had
         killed himself had not been retrieved for some hours from the bath where it had fallen. It was finally lifted, with great
         care, by Professor Miller, who returned it on 26th December to Alexander Thomson & Son, the shop from which it had been bought,
         wanting to know for the purposes of the post-mortem how many shots had been fired. It was the dinner-hour, but he found Thomas
         Leslie, a foreman with twenty-five years’ experience of working with guns. ‘Mind it is loaded,’ said the Professor, handing
         the weapon over. Leslie took it, turning it away from his customer and raising the hammer in order to count the bullets in
         the chamber, and the revolver discharged, sending a bullet straight through the unfortunate gunsmith’s right eye, and killing
         him instantly.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      THE WIZARD OF THE WEST BOW

      
      SCOTLAND’S HORRIFIC RECORD for the persecution of women as witches is not unique, but it at times reached excesses that are
         matched only in a few other European countries – France, Holland, Poland, Switzerland and the German principalities. Between
         1563, when an Act of Parliament made the practice of witchcraft a capital crime, and the Act’s repeal in 1735, at least 1,500
         women were tortured and executed as witches; and the true number is probably much higher. The reformed Kirk was the driving
         force in seeking to identify and eradicate witches, but at times of economic and social unrest it was not too difficult to
         stir up fear and suspicion against vulnerable scapegoats; and when, as in the North Berwick witch trials of 1590–1, King James
         VI became involved, directing the prosecutions himself, so that both religious and secular authorities were united against
         those unfortunate beings who were supposedly in league with the Devil, one can understand how the popular imagination could
         become so inflamed with a belief in witchery. One can see also, in an age that promoted the image of the Christian woman as
         monogamous, pious and virtuous, how anything that was at odds with this model – promiscuity, sexual forwardness, a knowledge
         of magic or healing arts, irrational or emotional behaviour – might be read as an indication of a pact with the Anti-Christ.
      

      
      It is perhaps surprising, then, that one of the most notorious of all Scottish witches was in fact a man, and that, until
         his true colours were revealed, he had been regarded as one of the most upright and devout men of his age. Less surprising,
         however, is that for decades after his death he was seen and heard in the streets and closes around his former home, in the
         Old Town of Edinburgh, and that only once – with terrifying consequences – was an attempt made to re-occupy the house as a
         dwelling-place. ‘So great was the horror entertained for Major Weir,’ wrote Hugh Arnot in 1812, in his Celebrated Criminal Trials in Scotland, ‘so general was the belief that his house was possessed by devils, that almost for a hundred years no person would inhabit
         it.’
      

      
      Thomas Weir was born around 1600 at Kirkton, near Carluke in Lanarkshire. He served as a captain-lieutenant in Ireland during
         the Rebellion there of 1641, and subsequently held the rank of Major in the Earl of Lanark’s regiment. In 1649–50 he commanded
         the City Guard of Edinburgh, retaining the rank by which he was ever after to be known. He had been a leading light of strict
         Presbyterianism in Lanarkshire, and in his new office he lost no opportunity to demonstrate his hatred of the ‘loyal’ party
         in his dealings with Royalist prisoners. It was his particular pleasure to insult and gloat over them, goading them even on
         their last journey to public execution with all manner of sarcasms and cruelties. He it was who led James Graham, Marquis
         of Montrose, to his execution, with the calm, dignified figure of the condemned man in striking contrast to the malicious
         taunts of ‘Dog, Atheist, Traytor, Apostate, Excommunicate Wretch’ from Major Weir.
      

      
      
      Weir was described in 1660 as a tall, dark man, who went about in a cloak, carrying a black thornwood staff ‘carved with heads
         like those of Satyrs’, and looking down his big nose to the ground with a grim countenance. ‘At length he became so notourly
         regarded among the Presbyterian strict sect that if four met together, be sure Major Weir was one, and at private meetings
         he prayed to admiration, which made many of that stamp count his converse.’ But it was noted that he never went anywhere without
         his staff; that the strange Satyr heads on it seemed to change and sometimes could not be seen at all; that he could not pray
         without it in his hand; and that he never knelt when at prayer. These oddities notwithstanding, he was so well thought of
         among the godly that he ‘got himself the privilege, under a pretence of praying and exhortation, to go to their homes, and
         into their bed-chambers when he pleased; and it was his practice to visit married women at such times especially as their
         husbands were from home.’
      

      
      On his first arrival in Edinburgh he lodged in the Cowgate, sharing accommodation for a time with another zealot, James Mitchell,
         who in 1668 would attempt the assassination of the oppressive Archbishop James Sharp. Subsequently Weir moved, with his unmarried
         sister Jean, to a house in the West Bow, an ancient thoroughfare running in a zigzag bend from Castlehill down to the place
         of public execution in the Grassmarket. Very little remains of this street, which was largely replaced in the 19th century
         by Victoria Street (the house itself was demolished in 1878). But in the 1660s it was a veritable den of sanctimoniousness:
         the most rigid Presbyterians resided here and were known as the Bowhead Saints, of whom Major Weir, or Angelical Thomas as
         he was called, was considered the purest.
      

      
      
      Much of what follows was written up in 1685 by George Sinclar or Sinclair, a minister and Professor of Moral Philosophy at
         Glasgow University, in his book Satan’s Invisible World Discovered, and also by the Reverend Robert Law in his Memorialls: or The Memorable Things that Fell Out within this Island of Brittain from 1638 to 1684. According to Sinclair, some time early in 1670, a woman returning home at about midnight from the Castlehill, where she
         had been attending her husband’s niece, who was in labour
      

      
      

         perceived about the Bowhead three women in windows, shouting, laughing and clapping their hands. The gentlewoman came forward,
            till at Major Weir’s door there arose, as from the street, a woman about the length of two ordinary females, and stepped forward.
            The gentlewoman, not as yet excessively feared, bid her maid step on, if, by the lanthorn, they could see what she was; but,
            haste what they could, this long-legged spectre was still before them, moving her body with a vehement cahination, and great
            unmeasurable laughter. At this rate the two strove for place, till the giant came to a narrow lane in the Bow, commonly called
            the Stinking-Close, into which she turning, and the gentlewoman looking after her, perceived the close full of flaming torches
            (she could give them no other name) and as it had been a great number of people stentoriously laughing, and gaping with tahees
            of laughter.
         

      



      
      Sick with fear, for no lights showed in any of the houses in the close, the women hurried home and told what they had seen.
         The next morning, retracing her footsteps, the gentlewoman ascertained that the house at the close entrance was indeed that of Major Weir.
      

      
      This Stinking Close, correctly named Anderson’s Close, gained for some years, on account of this apparition, the alternative
         name of the Haunted Close. The present-day Anderson’s Close does not follow quite the same route through to the Cowgatehead,
         but until very recently it still retained its particularly insalubrious odour.
      

      
      A few days after this incident, the whole edifice of Major Weir’s marvellous righteousness came crashing down. At one of their
         regular prayer-meetings, seemingly driven to the brink of insanity by guilt if not remorse, Weir began to confess to the other
         Bowhead Saints a series of the most awful crimes, beginning with the incestuous relationship he had had with his sister Jean
         for nearly forty years. He admitted also to twenty-two years of fornication with his servant Bessie Weimis; fornication with
         other women; bestiality; and numerous other sins of a lesser nature. ‘Before God,’ he concluded, ‘I have not told you the
         hundred part of what I can say more, and am guilty of.’
      

      
      The appalled Saints heard his confession in horror, and with a mounting suspicion that this last declaration might imply crimes
         of an unearthly nature. Realising what mockery and scandal the whole sect would be subjected to, should the hypocrisy of one
         of their most eminent professors become known, they ‘did with all possible care and industry strive to conceal the Major’s
         condition, which they did for several months, till one of their own ministers, whom they esteemed more forward than wise,
         revealed the secret to Sir Andrew Ramsay, Lord Abbotshall, then Lord Provost of Edinburgh.’ Ramsay could not at first believe
         any human, far less a man like Major Weir, capable of such deeds, but he was at length compelled to act, and the bailies were sent to arrest the aged (and by this time no doubt deranged)
         man.
      

      
      It was no coincidence, perhaps, that this was once more a time of trial for the Presbyterians. Charles II’s government was
         forcing bishops and archbishops – including the tyrannical James Sharp – upon an unwilling populace, and in April 1670 all
         Presbyterian ministers still residing in Edinburgh, which was a hotbed of illegal conventicles, were ordered to leave the
         city. It was precisely at this juncture that the crimes of Major Weir became known, and in the prevailing atmosphere of bitterness
         and persecution it was perhaps inevitable that there would also be a degree of hysteria. Before long, Thomas and Jean Weir
         were on trial, not just for sins of the flesh but also for being the servants of the Devil.
      

      
      When the bailies came to arrest the Major, they asked him if he had any money in the house that they should secure. None,
         he replied. Yes, interjected his sister, there was some, and she helped them to find several packages of money wrapped in
         old clouts. Jean went on to warn them to be sure to take his black staff, and to keep him and it well apart. He had got it
         from the Devil, she said, and it was his source of strength: if he chanced to get it into his hands he would certainly drive
         them all out of doors, however hard they might resist.
      

      
      Once they had the pair of them locked in the tolbooth, the bailies returned to a tavern in the West Bow. They unwrapped the
         money and put it all together in a bag, and the clouts were thrown on the fire, where they made a strange circling and dancing
         in the flames. They found that one of the rags contained ‘some hard thing’, which they also threw into the fire: ‘it being
         a certain root which circled and sparkled like gun-powder, and passing from the tunnel of the chimney, it gave a crack like a little cannon, to the amazement of all who were present.’ One of the bailies
         then took the bag of money home with him, and went to put it away in a closet. While he was there, his wife was terrified
         by a horrendous din, ‘like the falling of a house, about three times together’. She knocked at the door and called out if
         he was alive. The bailie came out, quite unconcerned, and asked what was the matter. He had heard nothing.
      

      
      The stories about Major Weir, as he went on trial, now came thick and fast. It was recalled that, back in Lanarkshire, a young
         woman had once reported coming upon him engaged in an unnatural act with an animal, while on his way to a meeting at Newmills.
         But she had had no other witness, and had been whipped through the streets of Lanark by the public hangman ‘as a slanderer
         of such an eminent Holy Man’. Years later, in Edinburgh, the Major had apparently used the powers of his staff to gain entrance,
         at dead of night, into the locked bed-chamber of a woman he lusted after, ‘but her prayers and cries scared away the wizard
         before the completion of his wicked purpose’. It was also remembered that he had previously had charge of the waiters (or
         watchmen) at the ports of the city. On one occasion he had found several of them, who he thought should have been on duty
         at the West Port, drinking in a cellar. He remonstrated with them, and they replied that others were on duty at the gates,
         while they had a drink with their old friend and acquaintance Mr Burn. At this, the Major was seen to start back, repeating
         the word ‘Burn’ four or five times. He had also been known to shrink from crossing the Liberton Burn to the south of the city.
         These incidents were said to relate to his pact with the Devil, which had rendered him skaithless from all but one burn: confronted with the word in these different contexts he seemed confused and filled with a sense of
         foreboding, as if the burn from which he would really suffer was close at hand.
      

      
      Major Weir, a man of seventy at the time of his arrest, repeated his confession of crimes of the flesh while in prison and
         to the judge; but only once, apparently, did he admit to any knowledge of Satan, and this rather vaguely to a minister who
         visited him in the tolbooth. Had he seen the Devil, the minister asked him. ‘Any fealling he ever hade of him was in the dark;
         and this is treuth,’ Major Weir replied. Later, perhaps because this same minister repeated this wafer-thin evidence in court,
         Weir rejected the ministrations of all clergymen. ‘Torment me no more,’ he shouted at them, ‘for I am tormented already.’
         They urged him to cleanse his conscience before God, but he only repeated, ‘Torment me not before the time!’ And when they
         pressed him further, he said since he was to go to the Devil, he would not anger him.
      

      
      It was the testimony of Jean Weir that sealed both her own and the Major’s fate. She had been abused by her brother from the
         age of sixteen until she was fifty, when he had turned away from her, disgusted by her ageing body. The place where they had
         first committed incest was located in Fife, lying off the road between Kirkcaldy and Kinghorn, and witnesses declared that
         the spot had remained bare and grassless ever since. While in prison Jean was asked if she had ever had a child by him. No,
         she said, he had taken care to prevent that ‘by means abominate’. At this, some of the men present took great interest (no
         doubt in their zeal for the accuracy of the record), and were keen to know precisely how Weir had achieved this, but the minister
         questioning her told them, ‘Gentlemen, the speculation of this iniquity is in itself to be punished’, and would not let her elaborate. Instead, Jean was encouraged to say as much as she knew about the Major’s satanic
         practices.
      

      
      It seemed, by her account, that her brother’s powers were inherited, for their mother had been a witch. ‘The secretest thing
         that either I myself, or any of the family could do, when once a mark appeared upon her brow, she could tell it them, though
         done at a great distance!’
      

      
      ‘What kind of mark was this?’ the minister asked her.

      
      ‘I have some such like mark myself, when I please, on my forehead,’ said Jean, and she offered to uncover her head to show
         them. Again, the minister forbade it, but this time the bystanders overruled him. She pushed back her head-dress and gave
         a sort of frown, and there in her wrinkles was an exact horseshoe, shaped for nails.
      

      
      As was so often a depressing feature of such inquisitions, once well started, there was no stopping Jean. Brought to trial,
         she recounted how, when she kept a school at Dalkeith, a tall woman with a child on her back and another two at her feet had
         called on her, offering to barter on her behalf with the Queen of Fairies. The next day, a little woman came to her and gave
         her a piece of wood, or the root of a tree or herb, and told Jean that as long as she kept it she would be able to do whatever
         she desired. She laid a cloth on the floor and had Jean set her foot upon it, put her hand on her head and repeat three times
         the words ‘All my cross and troubles go to the door with thee’. Then Jean gave her all the silver she had, and some food.
         After the woman had gone, she returned to her spinning, and found she could spin more yarn in a short space than she would
         ever have dreamed possible. For the next few weeks she would not leave the house, so fearful was she of what she had done.
         She had since become famed for the speed of her spinning, but she denied any assistance from the Devil; she simply had an extraordinary skill at it. But when pressed, she admitted that sometimes
         she would come home to find more yarn spun than when she had gone out; and that the weaver could not make cloth from this
         yarn, as it broke and fell from the loom.
      

      
      They asked Jean whether she knew if her brother had dealings with the Devil. She had suspected him, she said, but had no proof
         until six or seven years before, when, returning to Dalkeith to visit a friend, the Major had had an itch on his back that
         he was unable to reach. He asked her to scratch it for him, and she found what she thought was the Devil’s mark upon his right
         shoulder. She also talked of going to Dalkeith in a fiery chariot or coach driven by a stranger, which no one but themselves
         could see. These crazy tales were enough to commit both the Weirs to the services of the hangman.
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