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PROLOGUE
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I have always loved the Gothic and macabre, even as a child. It comes from my mother and her love of ghost stories, history and graveyard hopping. All things that I, too, love today. Like many children, I knew from a very early age what a vampire was. Some of my earliest memories are of (and I’m showing my age here) watching Gravedale High, where Vinnie the vampire was the epitome of nineties cool; Count Duckula, the vampire duck who loved broccoli; and The Count from Sesame Street, whose love of numbers is not only based on his name ‘Count’ but is also a nod to the revenant’s obsessive urge to count things – how clever! I read along to the Ladybird Classics edition of Dracula with its accompanying cassette tape; and like many young horror fans of my generation, I was moderately traumatised by the illustrations in the Usborne Supernatural Guide to Vampires, Werewolves and Demons, published in 1979 and now worth a fortune on eBay.

Years later, I was living in Aberdeen, tidying up the final chapters of my previous book, Contagious Enemies: The Aberdeen Witch Trials. And I can’t remember exactly how, but I began to wonder about vampires. Specifically, why did Scotland choose to hunt witches and not vampires? When you compare the characteristics of the two, they’re actually quite similar. Both were associated with wasting sicknesses, both were recognised and condemned by the Christian Church … there are several reasons they could be interchangeable with each other, but I’ll get into that later. This led to me asking a few friends in the know about vampires and specifically about Scottish vampire myth and folklore. To my chagrin, they all came back telling me the same thing – there was none, and that I certainly wouldn’t find enough to write a book about it.

Luckily, dear reader, one of my mottos in life is that stubbornness will always win the day. I refused to believe that Scotland, with its Pagan blood pumping through these ancient veins, powered by a heart rich in superstition and lore, did not have at least one vampire. Enter stubbornness and its glorious motivating abilities! Thus, Scotsferatu was born. And to my dear friends in the know, I say cheekily (with all the respect in the world, of course) that I hope you enjoy my Scottish vampire book.




INTRODUCTION
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Caledonia, Alba, Scotia. Scotland has been known by many names. It has been home to many cultures, from the people of the Palaeolithic who first lived here 14,000 years ago; to the Picts, the Celts, the Romans and the Vikings; to the modern-day natives and the wanderers who have come from far and wide to now call Scotland their home. This land is ancient, diverse, and it has many stories to tell.

For thousands of years, humans have gathered around firesides, creating and giving life to mythological figures. We birthed entire worlds of fantastical beings. We gave them names and purposes, they entertained us, educated us, and eventually we gave them power and influence over us. They taught us lessons, they kept us safe, they guided us, warned us. These stories gave us some semblance of control over this wild, untameable world of ours. Over the centuries, we have travelled around the globe, absorbing and being absorbed by other cultures; and as we travelled, we carried our creatures with us. Leaving them down in some places, picking up new ones, or merging ours with others to create stories new; and one of the most successful infiltrators of human storytelling is the vampire.

We have an endless thirst for the vampire, and this is clearly embodied in the countless movies, TV programmes and books that we consume on them. Indeed, the vampire novel has been a constant in our lives since the eighteenth century.

But what exactly is a vampire? Let us begin by making an important distinction – there are traditional vampires and there are modern vampires. The modern vampire is an alluring figure. Worldly, intelligent, charming, often aristocratic and usually affluent. However, the original character of the vampire is a very different beast indeed.
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Bloodsucking creatures and the fear of the dead returning are nothing new. There are pre-historic graves where the deceased have been found weighed down with heavy stones; the Mesopotamians (seventh century BC) spoke of blood-seeking spirits and had instructions on how to deal with the restless dead; and as early as 1047 AD, we see mentions of the upir in Russian manuscripts.

The traditional vampire has existed from the earliest days of Eastern European culture, and its origins are mostly attributed to Hungary, Serbia, Bulgaria and Romania. These were ‘peasant’ vampires. They stalked the living at night, wearing the tattered remains of the clothes they were buried in, and returned to their graves in the local cemetery by sunrise. The traditional vampire is not an appealing creature. They are usually described as having a red or flushed, ruddy complexion. Their bodies are swollen and do not go into rigor mortis,69 so one should always beware a dead body with loose limbs. A particularly vivid description from Paul Barber’s book, Vampires, Burial and Death: Folklore and Reality, speaks of how the traditional vampire ‘has no bones, but is a blood-filled sack that comes into being when the Devil pulls the skin off a particular body and blows it up’.69 Traditional vampires are not known for their intelligence. They are creatures driven by an urge to feed; animated by revenge or malevolence; or in some circumstances, they are simply restless dead, determined to return home. When exhumed, they will be found with open eyes and an open mouth,69 stained with blood (this blood comes up from the lungs after death and is a normal part of the decaying process); and their hair and nails will have grown since death (which we now know is the skin drying and tightening as opposed to the nails or hair growing). They may have chewed on their hands or burial shrouds to alleviate their insatiable hunger while still trapped in their graves; and when pierced by a stake, blood will spill from them in vast quantities, flooding their coffins with more blood than any normal human body could hold.

The German historian, John Heinrich Zopfius, wrote of the traditional vampire in his 1733 book, Dissertatio de Uampiris Seruiensibus:


Vampires issue forth from their graves in the night, attack people sleeping quietly in their beds, suck out all their blood from their bodies and destroy them. They beset men, women and children alike, sparing neither age nor sex. Those who are under the fatal malignity of their influence complain of suffocation and a total deficiency of spirits, after which they soon expire. Some who, when at the point of death, have been asked if they can tell what is causing their decease, reply that such and such person, lately dead, have arisen from the tomb to torment and torture them.52



In contrast, the modern vampire was born in the early 1800s when a handful of writers decided it was time to gentrify the undead. It was from this literary ‘glow-up’ that we get most of what we now consider to be the vampire’s signature characteristics: pointy teeth, biting the neck, hypnotising their victims, etc. – but we will discuss this more in our chapter on how Scottish writers influenced vampire literature (Chapter 4).

The modern vampire is outwardly indistinguishable from a living human being. They are just as intelligent and complex, and frequently carry with them the modern human concerns and dilemmas. Often, they are more like humans who just happen to have a case of vampirism. Some of them struggle morally with the trappings of feeding on living people, whereas traditional vampires are just vampires and loving it.

The modern vampire feeds exclusively on blood, both human and animal, depending on how ‘tormented’ they are. Traditional vampires enjoyed a less restricted diet. Some were known to eat neighbouring corpses, and there are reports of churchgoers hearing the undead buried beneath them chewing on their own limbs in acts of auto-cannibalism.17 Slightly less stomach churning are the vampires that steal goats’ milk or that have been found with fruit and nuts stashed in their coffins.17 Of the carnivorous variety though, many did drink blood, while others preferred to dine on the internal organs – their diet was often a reflection of the local culture they lived in. The traditional blood drinkers often preferred to drink from the heart as opposed to the more modern neck-biters, as demonstrated in the 2024 adaptation of Nosferatu, when Orlok attacks and feeds upon Thomas.
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A more recent definition provided by Dr Katherine Ramsland describes the vampire as ‘a preternatural predatory creature in apparent human form that thrives off the resources of others in a way that weakens or kills them. It may be an animated corpse, the person’s own soul trapped in an immortalised form, or a demon spirit acting and appearing human.’70 In more recent vampire media, much is made of the role of souls and demons (and we will discuss the soul more in the next section) but contrary to Dr Ramsland’s description, the vampire is generally not considered a demon, as demons are purely spiritual and have no physical body of their own (although they may borrow one).52

The line between the traditional and modern vampire is quite a definite one, and while the modern vampire is the deviant de jour, the traditional vampire has not been entirely extinguished – indeed, we will meet a fantastic traditional vampire when we get to Lochmaben Castle in Chapter 5. In my research, I only came across one example of the modern and the traditional intermingling. In Anne Rice’s genre-defining novel, Interview with the Vampire, Louis and Claudia (modern vampires) come across a traditional vampire in Eastern Europe, in the ruins of an old castle.2

For the purposes of this book, we will be guided by the definition in Dr Richard Suggs’ excellent book, The Real Vampires: Death, Terror and the Supernatural, that a vampire is ‘any undead human being which feeds on life’.17 When I speak of the traditional vampire, I mean the vampire as it was known in Britain and Europe prior to the 1800s. When we discuss the modern vampire, I mean anything post the 1800s, so essentially the vampire as literature and Hollywood know it.

I. ETYMOLOGY

The word ‘vampire’ has several possible origins. Some sources suggest that it is Turkish, some say Greek, some say Hebrew and others say Hungarian1 – its exact origins are as mysterious and elusive as vampires themselves. The Hungarian word ‘vampir’ is an obvious contender, but studies have shown that the Hungarian ‘vampir’ post-dates the western use of the word ‘vampire’.1 The French were speaking of les vampire as far back as 1693 in the Mercure Galant newspaper,1 and English newspapers from the 1730s reported on vampire epidemics in Eastern Europe.

One robust suggestion is that it comes from the Slavic words upior, uper or upyr, which are all derived from the Turkish word uber, meaning witch.1 Interestingly, there are several cultures where the characters of the vampire and the witch overlap significantly, and in some cultures they are analogous to each other. In others, they are connected through magic or intent – a witch creates a vampire, or when a witch dies, they return as a vampire. There was also a belief that ‘the vampire was the offspring of a witch and the Devil’.52 We’ll discuss the connection between vampires and witches further in Chapter 6.

In Scottish Gaelic, the word for vampire is ‘bhampair’ (bhis pronounced as a ‘v’ in Gaelic). Its similarity to the English is an indication that the term ‘bhampair’ is relatively new to Gaelic, and has simply been carried over from the English and given a Gaelic twist. The Irish Gaelic ‘vaimpír’ demonstrates the same approach.

In ancient Scotland, the vampire came in different forms and went by different names, which is one of the reasons they can flit through the pages of Scottish folklore relatively unnoticed. To add to the confusion, you can find yourself entering into a back-and-forth with the Gaelic language and with characters from Irish folklore. For example, the Scottish Baobhan Sith (Chapter 1) is pronounced Baavan Shee,82 which is almost identical to the Irish Banshee, which is not a vampire but a harbinger of death. In Irish folklore there is a character that is almost identical to the Baobhan Sith, but it is called a Dearg Due (Red Mist), and while the characters are very similar in what they are and what they do, the two names are obviously nothing alike.

II. HOW DOES ONE BECOME A VAMPIRE?

Emily Gerard recorded in her 1888 publication, The Land Beyond the Forest: Facts, Figures and Fancies from Transylvania, that ‘every person killed by a nosferatu becomes likewise a vampire after death’.6 In modern vampire literature and lore, a vampire is created by the bite of another vampire. There are variations when it comes to step two – sometimes the human must drink the vampire’s blood, the human might need to be buried or placed in a coffin, the human has to make their first kill, etc. In some, the change is instant, in others it happens over several feeding sessions.

The folklore for the traditional vampire is much more complicated than that though, and there are a range of reasons why one could become the restless dead. In Paul Barber’s excellent book, he writes of the four factors that create the undead: predisposition, predestination, things done by people, and things left undone.69

Predisposition – living a sinful or wicked life was a sure-fire way to become a vampire or a revenant. Montague Summers wrote that ‘the vampire is one who has led a life of more than ordinary immorality and unbridled wickedness; a man of foul, gross and selfish passions, of evil ambitions, delighting in cruelty and blood.’52 This ‘wickedness’ extended to alcoholics, thieves, murderers, and those who indulged in sorcery or bad magic. Individuals who had been excommunicated were also at high risk – ‘For people so saturated in religious piety, the ex-communicant was far, far beyond the realms of ordinary sin – even beyond any murderer who still remained part of the Christian Church.’18

Predestination – an unlucky portion of society were deemed predestined to become vampires: those conceived or born on holy days,17 stillborn children,17 those who were second-generation illegitimate (i.e. the illegitimate child of two illegitimate children).6 If you were unlucky enough to be the seventh child in your family in Romania69 then your destiny was to be a revenant. Congenital issues were also considered signs that someone would become a vampire after they died. A child born with teeth was sure to become a vampire, as were those born with a cleft lip or lanugo (the hair sometimes found on a newborn baby’s body). Equally, babies born en caul with a red amniotic membrane over their heads were considered across most of Europe to be doomed to vampirism.

Things done by people – it is a common belief that if animals are allowed near the body of the deceased, then the deceased can become a vampire. In certain European countries, if a cat or dog jumps over the corpse it will create a vampire. Suicide victims were destined to become revenants and so were murder victims or anyone who died in a violent, sudden way, including victims of plague.17 There were also some more obscure and bizarre reasons that one might become a vampire, such as those who ate meat from a sheep that had been killed by a wolf.16

Things left undone – all cultures have funerary rituals that ensure the peaceful rest of the deceased and the safe departure of the soul. Not observing these burial rights correctly is a common theme in the creation of revenants. Many cultures will insist that the body never be left alone until it is interred or cremated. This has a dual function of protecting the body but of also ensuring that the person is actually dead. If someone dies alone or the body is left unattended, this increases the chance of it rising from the grave later on.69 If there is unfinished business or relatives left behind that are suffering, the corpse may also rise.

III. PREVENTING A VAMPIRE

If you were concerned that a recently deceased person was going to rise again after death, or if you suspected that they already had and were up to mischief, there were a number of things that could be done to either keep them from leaving the grave or to keep them from your door. In the Eastern European regions, where vampire folklore was at its strongest, these methods were known by many. Gerard described how every village in Romania had an ‘old woman (usually a midwife) versed in the precautions to be taken in order to counteract vampires … [who will be] requested to “settle” the corpse securely in its coffin, so as to insure it against wandering’.6

Unfortunately, some of these techniques were quite grim. But the willingness of people to go through these unfortunate activities just shows how seriously the belief in the undead was, and the understanding that action had to be taken.

Mutilating the corpse – Decapitation of the remains, breaking of limbs, and staking were some of the most dramatic methods of vampire and revenant prevention.

Decapitating the remains was a brutal technique. There are many stories that describe the vampire or revenant having their head cut off with spades in their grave. After decapitation, the mouth might be stuffed with garlic, then placed between the legs, buried away from the body, or burned.52 The idea that garlic repels vampires came from medieval Europe, where the strong-smelling bulb was considered a general repellent against evil. The vampire’s fear of crosses came later with the arrival of Christianity.

Limbs could be broken or removed entirely52 – the obvious rationale behind this being that if the undead don’t have legs, they can’t go wandering. The heart might be removed,52 or in some cases, the entire body burned or thrown into water.69

Staking the body was a common technique and is one that we all associate with the demise of the modern vampire. Traditionally, the stake must be wooden, and it is usually stabbed into the heart. In Romania and the Serbo-Croatian regions, you might pierce the heart or navel with a needle or red-hot skewer.69 In other regions, a nail might be driven through the skull.52 There are accounts of suspected vampires being staked in their graves, where the vampire ‘uttered a terrible screech whilst blood poured in quantities from the wound’.52 Today we know that this was likely caused by the sudden escape of gases from the remains, but to people centuries ago, this must have been terrifying to witness.

Restraining the remains – In Eastern
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