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Prologue

What do people need to believe? Now, there’s a question that can be taken more than one way. One might say that all we need to believe is the capacity for abstract thought – it often seems we need precious little else. People have believed in fairies, Valhalla and the necessity of the Berlin wall. Sometimes what once seemed obvious to us all turns out to be completely wrong. People believed the world was flat. It was a good guess. Seemed right. It wasn’t until science built up enough evidence to the contrary that everyone came to accept the world was round. Yet there are still many who can’t really understand why we don’t fall off.

In the end, it doesn’t matter. We accept the world is round. We don’t fall off.

So. What do we need to believe?

Do we need to believe that we are not alone? No. There are lonely people. They live. They may not live happily, but they live.

Do we need to believe there is a point to life? Do we need to believe there is something for us after we die?

Again, no, though it is certainly depressing to hold such points of view.

But perhaps we want to believe. We want very much to believe that there is something greater than us. Something we don’t understand. A point that nobody gets, not even the geniuses. Something that science can’t pick apart and make us feel like children. For that we have faith, a belief so strong that it doesn’t need evidence. Faith in astrology. Faith in reincarnation. Faith in God.

It is hard to have faith. Scientists tell us we do need evidence, that we are fooling ourselves and we have faith in science, so we are dispirited and torn. So we look for evidence of the existence of something, anything, that science and the rational mind are at a loss to explain.

We look for ghosts.

If you say you have been reincarnated you are treated like an idiot; nobody accepts you were really abducted by aliens and only psychopaths believe they have talked to God. But ghosts? So many people claim to have seen one. Can they all be deluded? Perhaps. There are precious few photographs of spectres that don’t look as though someone inadvertently put their thumb in front of the camera. It could be that eighteenth-century highwayman you saw outside the window was on his way to a fancy-dress party. It’s easy to doubt your own mind in the cold light of day.

A poltergeist is a different matter. Poltergeists move things. They are physical. There may be a scientific explanation for this phenomenon – but that discipline, for all its doggedness, has so far failed to come up with a satisfactory one. Maybe scientists aren’t trying hard enough. Perhaps they don’t believe enough to really explore the phenomenon. If so, shame on them, for there are few unexplained things left to explore. The defence of the rational mind is that historical poltergeists are the product of ignorance and modern cases are hoaxes. They cite the Amityville or Enfield poltergeists – two of the best-documented cases in history – as proof. Both turned out to be fakes. The witnesses were misrepresented, or had something to gain. ‘Evidence’ turned out to be manufactured. It’s hard to argue with that.

In the two years between 1999 and 2001 there have been over 70 recorded sightings of the entity named the ‘Mackenzie Poltergeist’. Witnesses to its attacks ran into the hundreds. They were observers who just happened to be there and they had nothing to gain.

If there is an explanation for the Mackenzie Poltergeist, ‘didn’t really happen’ isn’t one of them.

This is its story.


The City of the Dead


Cauld blaws the nippin’ north wi’ angry south

And showers his hailstanes frae the Castle Cleugh

Owr the Greyfriars, whare at mirkest hour

Bogles and spectres wont to take their tour

FROM ‘THE GHAISTS: A KIRKYARD EPILOGUE’ BY ROBERT FERGUSSON (1750–74) (DIED AT 24 IN BEDLAM ASYLUM JUST OUTSIDE GREYFRIARS GATES)

Two weeks ago Lisa Allen from Boston visited the Graveyard on the tour. She said, ‘There was no doubt this was real. I felt it and I never want to feel it again.

‘Is this graveyard the home of Edinburgh’s scariest poltergeist?’

EDINBURGH EVENING NEWS, 3 JULY 1999



On the day after Christmas, Ben Scott came home from a party to find blood running down his apartment walls.

This would have been traumatic enough under normal circumstances, but Ben Scott’s circumstances were not exactly normal. His house was in Greyfriars cemetery – a graveyard that had long been regarded in Edinburgh lore as home to an impressive variety of ghosts and spectres. A cemetery that had, in recent years, become famous as the site of a supernatural entity known as the ‘Mackenzie Poltergeist’. To make matters worse, Ben Scott’s job involved taking nightly tours round the graveyard to show visitors ‘The Covenanters’ Prison’ – a locked section of the cemetery. In that section was a tomb nicknamed ‘The Black Mausoleum’ and this, supposedly, was where the Mackenzie Poltergeist could be found.

If Ben Scott had been a believer in the paranormal he might have wondered if the Mackenzie Poltergeist hadn’t just paid him a visit in return. But he didn’t believe in that kind of thing.

He took off his coat and put it on a coat hook. Then he got a chair, pushed it against the wall, stood on it and looked carefully at the red stains. The substance had dried but it certainly looked like blood. Ben licked his finger, ran it down a discoloured patch of wall and was about to put it to his lips when he thought better of it. He really didn’t want to know what this stuff tasted like.

He considered the possibilities. The whole thing could be a practical joke by his friends, though he couldn’t begin to imagine them playing a prank this elaborate. Even so, he got off the stool and checked his windows. Outside in the graveyard, tombstones poked granite heads through pristine snow, each ancient marker topped with a frosty halo. Even the trees were crowned with thorns of ice. It was the first white Christmas Ben could remember for years. He looked down. The snow was unbroken below both windows and the windows themselves were still fastened shut.

Ben got a flashlight from his cupboard, fetched a short ladder from the hall and stood it under the small trapdoor in the ceiling. He laboriously hoisted himself through the dark square and toppled into the attic.

‘This is a hell of a thing to be doing at Christmas,’ he groaned to himself. ‘Especially with a hangover.’

He began to crawl gingerly across the cold attic slats, the weak beam of light from his torch wobbling around in the darkness. He had never been up here before, and his eyes made out boxes of forgotten toys from someone else’s childhood. The beam of light suddenly gleamed off a pair of beady eyes staring into his own.

‘Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaargh!!! Oh, hello teddy.’

Ben shone the torch behind the tatty stuffed bear and, seeing something else glisten, shuffled closer and ran his fingers over a wooden roof beam. It was wet.

‘Aha!’ he said softly, a smug grin on his face.

Ben’s parents came down from the north that afternoon, bearing gifts. His mother watched as he excitedly tore apart a huge, ribbon-infested parcel.

‘It’s a garden ornament,’ Ben held up a silver-painted plaster cherub. ‘That’s lovely. No, really, it is.’

‘I know you don’t have a garden,’ said his mother, ‘but I thought it would go well with your surroundings.’ She nodded furtively towards the graveyard outside, as if the present was designed to appeal to the dead residents as well.

Ben’s father stood, hands in pockets, and looked around. ‘What’s that muck over a’ the walls?’ Ben had tried to clean off the red stains with a damp cloth, but had only succeeded in spreading them around in wide, rusty swabs. It looked like he had engaged in a ritual slaughter, then unsuccessfully tried to hide the evidence.

‘The thermostat on my boiler broke.’ Ben pointed to the cupboard where the boiler was kept. ‘The water started boiling and forced steam up the overflow pipe and onto the roof. The steam melted the snow, the water ran back down the pipe, hit the top of the boiler, evaporated and spread out across the roof under the wallpaper.’

‘Why does your roof hae wallpaper on it anyway?’ Ben’s father was never one to let a good explanation go uninterrupted.

‘It was like that when I moved in. Anyway. Under the wallpaper, the water must have picked up rust or some kind of red dirt. When it reached the walls it started to run down, carrying the red stuff with it.’

‘But there’s nae join between the wallpaper on the roof and the wallpaper on the wall.’ His father peered upwards. ‘And how come there’s nae red marks on the roof?’

‘I don’t know,’ Ben sighed. ‘I’ll repaint the walls.’

‘You should.’ His mother was placing the angel experimentally in different parts of the room. ‘It looks like somebody died in here.’

By Christmas 2000, Ben Scott had been taking tours in Greyfriars churchyard for a year and a half. In that time, he’d seen much to amuse him: he’d witnessed people collapse, apparently ‘attacked’ by the Mackenzie Poltergeist. He’d lost count of the cuts and bruises visitors claimed had been inflicted on them by something they couldn’t see, and had watched with amusement as psychics bumbled among the granite tombs pointing out deceased residents at every turn. He’d smiled when hysterical women on the night walks he led insisted something was touching their hair in the dark.

Ben couldn’t believe that people really fell for that kind of stuff. Yes, it was creepy as hell in the graveyard. Once or twice, when he had gone in alone to retrieve a forgotten flashlight, he’d almost had the screaming heebie-jeebies himself – who wouldn’t? It wasn’t that Ben believed he might see a ghost – he was more scared that some escaped convict might jump out at him from behind a gravestone. Or a serial killer. Or a giant, mutant crab woman from Pluto.

Greyfriars at night had a powerful influence on the imagination.

But the graveyard didn’t scare Ben Scott, and neither did its so-called poltergeist. There were plenty of real monsters in the world to do that and just as many demons in the mind.

There was no doubt, of course, that visitors really did collapse in the cemetery; Ben’s tours had an average of one a month. Ben could almost swear he himself had heard whispering and rattling noises in the tombs and he had certainly seen the mysterious cuts and bruises that visitors picked up on his walks. He even had photographs of them.

But Ben wasn’t easily convinced. It was dark in the cemetery and the tour parties huddled together, as social niceties gave way to an atavistic fear of the unknown. Anybody who had a couple of terrified strangers hanging on to them for dear life was bound to acquire a few bruises. It was the same when people fell over – all it took was an impressionable mind, a bit of abject terror and a touch of claustrophobia.

All right. So 27 collapses in a year and a half did seem a bit excessive – many of the victims hadn’t seemed impressionable or frightened, and most of the cuts and bruises had appeared on people who were standing on their own. But if Ben couldn’t come up with a logical explanation in every case, it certainly didn’t mean that some invisible entity was slapping the paying customers around.

Besides, attacks were great for business – people wanted a genuine brush with the supernatural. It was proof that humans were more than eventual worm fodder. So what if it was all in the visitors’ minds?

Ben Scott loved the Mackenzie Poltergeist.

A few days later, Ben had a nightmare. He dreamed he climbed through the trapdoor in his ceiling – only this time he came out, not in the attic, but on top of one of the ancient mausoleums that were scattered throughout the cemetery. Greyfriars was spread out in front of him, teeming with worms of moonlight. Ben felt cold and resigned, as if he had sat here, night after night, for many years. The tomb was where his house ought to be, but he realised he could see all the way across the graveyard to the Covenanters’ Prison – the church that should have been in the way was no longer there. He knew this was how it often was with dreams; they removed obstacles that couldn’t be overcome in the real world.

As he watched, he saw a tall, thin figure with spindly limbs and the body of a concentration camp victim come skipping backwards through the cemetery gates. It was dancing a horrible clown jig, a puppet dance, all arms and legs and wobbling pirouettes. As part of the dance the figure kept leaping backwards into the air – impossibly huge springs – 30 feet, then 25, then 20, landing awkwardly, as if the effort of making each jump were becoming more and more taxing. Each time, it came down closer to Ben Scott’s tomb. The figure’s long leather coat was in tatters and it jerked around like a big black bird that had been shot in the air. With one last exhausted spring, it landed on the grass directly below Ben, staggering badly now, still facing away. Hopping and panting, it continued the frantic movements, breath whistling from a ragged throat, gathering its strength for another leap.

Though he was terrified of this tapping, whispering monstrosity, Ben couldn’t stand the thought that the figure might continue past. More than anything, he did not want to be alone again, to have to climb back into that tomb. In desperation he started to dance as well, trying to move the way the figure was moving, to show he was a kindred spirit. He danced a dance of friendship, hopping up and down and waving his arms around his head. Then he saw the figure’s back quiver and thought it was going to jump again and not notice him. So Ben Scott flapped his arms harder, stamping his feet madly on top of the tomb like a lunatic tap-dancer, until the figure whirled round, glaring up at him, its eyes bulging and spittle spraying from its mouth. ‘Not danthing!’ It screamed at Ben Scott through the lips of a withered corpse, ‘Trying to thtay alive!’

And, hopping and skipping and fighting every inch of the way, it jerked and shuffled backwards until it vanished into the Covenanters’ Prison.

Ben Scott woke up thrashing wildly. His partner was sitting up in bed, her back pressed against the wall. ‘There’s something in here,’ she hissed in a tearful voice, clutching the duvet in front of her as if it were a shield. ‘There’s something in the room.’ Ben looked wildly around, not even sure if he was awake. ‘You were screaming,’ she said quietly.

But there was nothing in the room, and next morning both laughed about how ridiculous they must have looked, terrified and holding each other in the dark.

In January, residents of three houses bordering the graveyard began to complain of poltergeist activity in their homes. Being intimately connected with the Mackenzie Poltergeist and living in an identical setting, Ben’s thoughts, naturally, turned to this. He began to think about his own place and how strangely the human mind worked. It seemed to Ben that, in the month since Christmas, there had been something odd about his flat – he hadn’t considered this until he heard about the other houses. There had been little incidents, nothing he couldn’t explain, nothing paranormal, but put them all together and it was just a little . . . disconcerting. His alarm clock, for instance, never seemed to go off at the time he had set it. Annoyed, he asked his partner if she was playing a repetitive practical joke.

‘No, Ben. I have a life.’

Ben couldn’t recall ever having so many personal things go missing in such a short space of time and none of them ever turned up again. But then, everyone misplaces things – who hasn’t found their house keys in the fridge once or twice? At night he would wake to the crash of framed pictures falling off the walls. So what? The plaster must be weak. Ben just wished they would fall off during the day, when the bang wouldn’t scare the living daylights out of him. The hands of clocks seemed to loosen or stick; well, they must be cheap, poor quality. Light bulbs blew all the time; cheap wiring. A repulsive smell hung in the air by the living-room door for two weeks; spilled garbage that had finally rotted away.

It was just odd that none of this had ever happened before.

One morning in February, at four a.m., Ben heard screaming right below his bedroom window. He leaped out of bed and looked out but nobody was there. The next day he found a dead gull on the grass, one side a mangled mass of stringy red flesh. At first glance he thought a cat had got it, then he worked out the bird had somehow been mangled by an industrial fan set into the wall below his window. The cover of the fan looked as though it had been pulled off, but he still couldn’t see how the bird’s wing could have become trapped. Birds were stupid, but not that stupid.

It looked like the gull had been shoved into the blades.

Ben’s bathroom door had a bead curtain in front of it. An eyesore, he knew, but he had got it second-hand and it was made of bright green plastic which matched the bathroom’s day-glo décor. One night as he lay in bed, he heard the bathroom door swing open, then bang shut, swing open, bang shut. He figured it was due to a draught in the hall, though he’d never felt one there. With each bang the bead curtains would swish and clink, swish and clink. Finally Ben got up and shut the door properly, making certain he clicked the latch, then went back to bed. Just as he was drifting off to sleep, his partner shook his arm. ‘The bead curtains,’ she said simply. Ben heard them swish again, this time not the gentle movement caused by a draught but the loud jingling they made whenever a person walked through them.

For the next month the curtains clanked regularly, always at night, as if the bathroom were haunted by someone with a weak bladder. Ben gave up trying to work out what was causing it and started trying to ignore it.

In early March Ben called a plumber. Something seemed to be wrong with all the pipes in this house. They had begun to bang and pop and the water would spurt, then stop, spurt then stop. The plumber was a short, cheerful man and, as he sat at the breakfast bar drinking coffee, Ben could hear him whistling as he worked in the bathroom. The sun was streaming through the window, a hazy wash which unfolded fans of light into the large pine-floored room and illuminated motes of dancing dust. Ben made a mental note to give the place a spring clean.

The living-room door opened and the plumber put his head round. ‘The strangest thing happened to me yesterday,’ he said. Ben presumed that this was how plumbers always began conversations.

‘What happened to you yesterday?’ he asked, waiting for the punchline.

‘I was working on your plumbing,’ said the plumber. Nothing unusual so far. ‘I heard the bells of Greyfriars ring, then, all of a sudden, I got very cold and sick. I thought I was going to fall over.’

Ben’s coffee stopped halfway to his lips. Steam trailed across his vision and vanished into the tide of light. He glanced over his shoulder, through the sunny window to the graveyard outside.

These were exactly the symptoms that visitors described on his tours before they collapsed.

‘Then when I woke up this morning I found this.’ The plumber rolled up his sleeve and showed Ben his arm.

There was an angry red weal between elbow and wrist.

Ben lay in his bed staring up at the ceiling. It was almost Easter. He had drunk too much and gone to bed alone. As he lay unsuccessfully trying to sleep, he heard a repeated tapping noise just above his head. Ben didn’t know what it was, and he no longer cared. A few minutes later he heard the heavy swish of the bead curtains parting. ‘I’d take those bloody curtains down if they weren’t so classy,’ he muttered. Ben was strangely proud of himself for the way he handled these night noises. As a young man he had always had a vivid imagination – couldn’t watch horror films. As far back as he could remember, he had always been afraid to spend his nights alone – so he rarely did. Now he found he could lie in bed, close to the lair of the Mackenzie Poltergeist, the entity he shared his life with in so many ways, without being afraid.

Ben Scott couldn’t be afraid of the supernatural. He didn’t believe in the supernatural. Ben Scott was firmly convinced that he didn’t believe in anything.

He tried to drift into sleep, but his mind resisted. For in that drift he lost control of his thoughts and they danced and leapt into places he did not want to go. Hypnogognia, the time between sleeping and waking. The time that turns a person’s mind into a soulless tomb, when the horrors in the subconscious crawl up and squat, panting, in their own shadows. The place where a sudden start pulls the sleeper back from staring at the black abyss of his inner self and wakes him in panic.

Ben shot up in bed.

Across the room, something was tapping on the window.

It was a loud tap, a regular tap. The tap of something that wanted attention.

He got out of bed and stumbled towards the window, hands held out in front of him, heart thudding as loudly as the noise he was approaching. The room was black as a tomb. He reached the windowsill, grasped the cord for the blind and pulled. It shot up in a fluid motion and sickly moonlight flooded the room. It was too dark to see far, but the area right below his window was illuminated by a lamp from the graveyard exit. The tapping had stopped the moment he touched the blinds.

There was nobody below his window. There was no place for anyone to hide. There were no tree branches near the glass – there were no trees. Ben opened the window. Lying forlornly on the sill was a small string pouch filled with nuts, which he had bought in the winter hoping to attract birds. It had never worked.

‘That’s just great,’ he growled to whatever feathered intruder was hidden in the shadows. ‘This thing sits here for three months and not so much as a bloody nibble. I finally get to sleep and one of you develops a case of the munchies.’

He shut the window and climbed back into bed. Again he lay wanting to sleep but unwilling to succumb, knowing what his half-controlled mind, as it spun slowly into the world of dreams, would tell him.

That the tapping sound was too loud to have been a bird.

That birds don’t feed at night.


Greyfriars


In no part of Edinburgh did summer come up earlier, or with more lavish bloom, than in old Greyfriars kirkyard. Sheltered on the north and east, it was open to the moist breezes of the southwest, and during all the lengthening afternoons the sun lay down its slope and warmed the rear windows of the overlooking tenements.

GREYFRIARS BOBBY, BY ELEANOR ATKINSON

Harder to explain is the Mackenzie Poltergeist, which has generated numerous tales of fire-raising, biting and slapping. The poltergeist has turned up in Greyfriars churchyard.

SCOTLAND ON SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 1999



Let’s take a tour of Greyfriars cemetery. Not a night tour, for at night the graveyard is just a black maw with headstones for teeth. For a place filled with dead people, however, Greyfriars in the daytime is about as pretty a patch of land as you’d care to see. It used to be a garden and still retains a kind of horticultural pleasantness, if you ignore the gravestones. In the fifteenth century the land was still partly rural and belonged to a Franciscan monastery. It wasn’t until a century later that Mary Queen of Scots turned the grounds into a burial place to relieve the congestion in St Giles’ graveyard.

As the years passed, the city built up around Greyfriars. The emerald lawns, already protected by high medieval walls, became hidden behind rings of massive nineteenth-century tenements as Edinburgh’s population exploded. Safe behind this urban barrier, Greyfriars quietly ignored the ravages of the industrial revolution. Today it is probably even more attractive than during the Victorian era, now that many of the uglier surrounding buildings have been demolished. Tenements on the east side of the graveyard still survive, but the massive influx of bodies over the centuries means that the rising sod has partly obscured their walls. On the street side they look out over a marrow road called Candlemaker Row and are five stories high. On the graveyard side, however, only two stories are above ground and there are ornate tombs built against their sides.

By the time the graveyard reaches the north-eastern end, its camber has become even more bizarre. Candlemaker Row runs down into the Grassmarket – one of the city’s favourite drinking haunts – and here the graveyard wall rises a good 30 feet above the street. On the other side, however, the bodies come within a foot of the top. Here one can see the Martyr’s Monument, a reminder of the hundreds of Covenanter rebels executed in the Grassmarket below and buried inside this earthen strip. Here, a flight of steps leads down to a giant gate separating the graveyard from the revellers across the way. This is one of only two entrances to Greyfriars and, in less ‘civilised’ times, it was where the heads of executed criminals were displayed on poles as a graphic comment on the wages of sin.

The other gate is at the southern corner where the ground is highest, set back between Greyfriars Bobby’s Bar and a row of small shops. Stretching away from this unobtrusive entrance, the western tombs are sheltered by another row of tenements – most of which, like their eastern counterparts, have been converted into offices. Despite its beauty, only a handful of homes are actually within sight of this final resting place. One of those, of course, was the flat which belonged to Ben Scott.

The north-west section of the graveyard is truly breathtaking. From the top of a mountain of sparsely covered bodies, the casual picnicker has an unimpeded view of the splendour of Edinburgh Castle, George Heriot’s school and the spires and medieval skyscrapers of the Royal Mile.

Greyfriars cemetery is both sombre and beautiful. In summer the grass becomes lush and verdant and the trees, though old, are strong and healthy – after all, the horticulture here is well fed. Among the greenery, the headstones do not look out of place as they point their rocky fingers towards heaven. The markers are not regulated or uniform like those in a modern cemetery, for nobody has been buried in Greyfriars for almost a century. Instead, each stone is hand carved and individual, with a character all of its own, and this seems appropriate, for surely those they commemorate wanted to be as just unique as when they were alive. Some tombstones lean left, some right. Greyfriars is more like a sculpture than a normal cemetery.

Greyfriars is almost a work of art.

Around the sides of the cemetery the vaults are large and ornate, some three or four times the height of those they commemorate. Each is adorned with skulls, crossbones and angels heralding the day of judgement, carvings that aren’t exactly subtle in making their point. ‘Your life will end some day,’ they say, ‘so be careful how you live that life.’ Yet these proud and lovingly wrought monstrosities now seem to droop more than the trees. The substance used to make them was sandstone, a material ill suited to prepare delicate carvings to stand up to the ravages of time and weather. Now angels have no noses and demons wear blank expressions rather than demonic ones – and they are all the creepier for it. Even sadder, the writing has faded and left the inhabitants of these great edifices robbed of the one thing they intended to celebrate – their identities.

The kirk itself has weathered well, despite several mishaps. An odd, flat-fronted ‘Dutch barn’, it was built in 1620, wrecked by Cromwell’s roundheads in 1650, accidentally blown up by gunpowder stored there in 1718 and then reconstructed that same year.

As befits a historic graveyard, there are several minor celebrities buried under the gently rolling slopes. Here lie 37 chief magistrates of the city, 23 principals and professors of the university, 33 of the most distinguished lawyers of their day, six Lords President of the Supreme Court of Scotland and 22 senators of the College of Justice. Greyfriars is also the last resting place of George Smellie the printer, James Hogg the poet, William Adam the architect and Captain John Porteous of the city guard, hanged by an unruly mob in 1736; all interesting characters, though their fame, like most of their tombs, has eroded over the years.

There are others below the soil that deserve more recognition than they receive. James Hutton, the ‘Father of Modern Geology’, has only a tiny plaque on the cemetery wall. You’d expect more for the man who correctly theorised how the earth was formed, then went on to provide proof of its rotation. In an unmarked grave lie the mortal remains of William McGonagall, without doubt the worst poet who ever lived.


Beautiful City of Edinburgh, most wonderful to be seen,

With your ancient palace of Holyrood and Queen’s Park Green,

And your big, magnificent, elegant New College

Where people from all nations can be taught knowledge . . .



Talent like that deserves to be trumpeted from the rooftops but, unfortunately, all McGonagall has is another little plaque with his picture on it. And it’s squint.

Even more worthy of fame is James Burnett. A hundred years before Charles Darwin, this Edinburgh advocate wrote a book called Of the Origin and Progress of Language, which contained a theory of evolution. Ahead of its time by a century, the idea was ridiculed and stories of Burnett’s eccentric notions were told in the city long after he was laid to rest in Greyfriars. Less than a hundred yards away is Edinburgh University Medical Department, where the
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