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Seamark

Lillias Adie, Torryburn, 1704

‘I am in compact with the devil, and have been so since before the second burning of the witches in this place.’

– Lillias Adie’s first confession

 

It’s high summer when I travel to see her grave, over 150 miles south from my home in Banff. Torryburn lies between Stirling and Edinburgh on Torry Bay. The intertidal mudflats of the bay, exposed at low tide, are a mixture of silt and clay filled with eel grass, laver spire snails and rag worms, all food for wintering birds. Rain spits down in fat drops, and the low, grey sky reflects the mudflats and the water of the Forth like a dirty mirror.

The Fife Coastal Path runs beside a green space with a play area framed by a trimmed lawn. Young families with children play together. Their gay laughter creates a dissonance. I’ve come here alone to visit a murdered woman’s grave. But the survivors of this history live, work and play here; I am only passing through. There’s an informational plinth illustrating local flora and fauna as well as a ‘Witches Rock’. It explains that the large rock, visible in the shallows of Torry Bay, was used in the witch trials. According to the heritage sign, a suspect was tied to the stone and, as the tide rose, they were sentenced. If they drowned, they were innocent; if they survived, they were guilty, and were then strangled and burned. There is nothing to this claim; it is fiction. ‘Dunking’ or the water trial, was not used in Scotland, and there is no evidence it ever occurred in Torryburn. It is one of many myths about women accused as witches that heritage signs in the landscape make into official history.

I set off down the coastal path, going the wrong way, not realising Lillias’s grave is behind me. I walk the length of Torryburn before I turn around. As the tide slowly creeps in, I wonder if I will find it. Wading in is an impossibility. It’s dangerous, the mud deep in places, and one can easily sink. I retrace my steps. Back beside the car park, I see her grave at the foreshore, much closer than I’d imagined it would be. Lillias’s grave is doorstop-sized, wreathed with frills of black bladderwrack. It is a stone trapdoor to some unkind realm. I stand before it and wonder why the sea hasn’t taken it away, swallowed it up entirely. The water comes and goes gently, rises almost without movement. A deep patience resides in this place. Perhaps it has something to teach me about justice – changes in attitudes and ideas are made in tenuous increments. At the high shore, just as I’m leaving, I spot a cluster of Cirsium heterophyllum, a flower with the common name ‘melancholy thistle’. One fluffy flowerhead nods with the weight of a bee rumbling through its petals. It was once thought that this flower could cure melancholy. Maybe Lillias knew of it. It strikes me – she is not here. She’s not beneath the mud; her coffin and bones were robbed from her grave over a century ago. Nor is she in the heritage signs or ghost stories. She’s gone, and it’s the living that must wrestle with the truth of her death.

The location of Lillias’s grave was recorded in the transcription of her trial record, published in 1820. The editor states in a footnote that her grave was still visible at the ‘west end of town’. Her remains were dug up by hired hands in 1852. The phrenologist Joseph Neil Paton exhumed her body for his private collection. The wood from her coffin was made into walking sticks, one of which was sent to Andrew Carnegie. I wonder at this ghoulish prop, smooth from use and unassuming in a glass case at the Carnegie Library in Dunfermline. The atrocity of her death is reduced in this object to a curio. Joseph Neil Paton kept her skull in his personal museum and proclaimed her ‘animal-like’, as all witches before her. Paton’s son, Joseph Noel Paton, renowned Scottish painter of fairies, perhaps depicted her skull as a memento mori in his 1861 work Dawn: Luther at Erfurt. Paton also sketched an imagined scene of Lillias dancing with the devil. His brother, landscape painter Waller Hugh Paton, rendered the surreal stone of her grave in a painting of Torry Bay.

In the years I spend writing this book, I will repeatedly return to Torryburn, a kind of sister revenant to Lillias. In 2019, I make my way down again at Samhain, the Celtic New Year, when it’s said the veil between the worlds of the living and the dead is thin. I meet West Fife Councillor Kate Stewart, one of the people behind the call to return Lillias’s bones. The sea is rising as we walk out to Lillias’s stone in between the low and high tides. A wall of cold, white humidity sinks into my bones. Kate, in floral wellies and a pink mac, kneels over the stone and smiles as I take a picture with my phone. We talk about Lillias, and Kate tells me of the preparations for community wreath-making. People come together, weave greenery from the high shore and talk about bringing her home. Kate asks me what I would do with Lillias if we find her: ‘Would you put her back in the mud?’ No, I would not. Surely, there is space alongside others in the kirkyard, safe in the earth beneath a stone carved with her name. The sea grave was expensive and time-consuming for the eighteenth-century town council to build. Those in power were terrified of Lillias and had to keep her down, keep her soul from rising up again to seek justice. They buried her in unconsecrated ground at a distance from the place of her ordeal. A slab of sandstone sealed her there. But we can imagine something different for Lillias – a peaceful and respectful site for her memory.

Before the ghost of Lillias became my muse, she inspired Scottish artists and writers of the nineteenth century. The story of Lillias’s bones, of a skull gone missing from a revenant grave, became a curiosity. Robert Louis Stevenson perhaps heard the legend from his beloved nanny, Alison Cunningham, or ‘Cunny’, who was born in Torryburn in 1822. She no doubt knew about Lillias’s grave. Stevenson would have been two years old when Lillias’s body was exhumed. Alison Cunningham’s strict Christian convictions and knowledge of folklore found their way into Stevenson’s work, including his story ‘Thrawn Janet’, about a woman who may or may not be a dead minion of Satan. In ‘Thrawn Janet’, an old woman ostracised by her community becomes a reanimated witch corpse, a pathetic and increasingly uncanny figure as the story progresses.

Paton’s phrenologist museum is no more, its memory flattened beneath a Tesco car park. Lillias’s skull isn’t there. It isn’t in the anatomical collections at the University of St Andrews, where it was photographed in 1910, posed in a flattering three-quarters profile. The photo documents Lillias’s prominent cheekbones and the high bridge of her nose, the white teeth pronounced and singular as a thumbprint. In 1938, people queued at the Empire Exhibition to see the witch, her skull displayed as part of the History of Scotland exhibit. Her last appearance was at this exhibition hall in Glasgow. Then war began. Decades went by, and her memory was buried under the rubble of a new collective trauma, sunk deep like her grave in the tidal mudflats of Torryburn.

Fife, where Torryburn is located, was once a hotbed of witch-hunting. Violent witch-hunting began in the 1590s and peaked in 1649–50, but continued into the eighteenth century in places where religious leaders were committed to stamping out witchcraft in their parishes. The minister who oversaw Lillias’s interrogation and death was the Reverend Allan Logan, a man who claimed he knew how to detect witches. During Communion, he would single out a woman and declare, ‘You, witch-wife, get up from the table of the Lord.’ His approach did not go unchallenged. In 1709, five years after Lillias’s death, Reverend Logan was delivering one of his diatribes against witches when Helen Key took up her stool and stormed out, later telling a neighbour she thought him ‘daft’.

Lillias Adie was arrested in 1704, when witch-hunting in the rest of Europe had died down. Thirty years later, it would be abolished in Scotland. There were moments in the seventeenth century when witch-hunts were carried out on a mass scale, with hundreds arrested across the country, but individuals were accused and executed into the eighteenth century. The pattern of arrest and execution was the same whether part of a mass hunt or singular arrest. Cursing or quarrels, suspected healing, or associating with a reputed witch could result in accusation. The accused were summoned to the kirk session, or church court, and evidence was collected against them. The accused would then be arrested, tortured, interrogated and pricked for the ‘devil’s mark’. During this inquisition, others could be named, and the process would begin again. A commission for a trial was required from the central government, and the evidence gathered through interrogation and witness statements would be used to petition for this. Many died in prison from neglect and torture while waiting for a trial, and others died by suicide. Only after a formal trial could the accused be legally executed. Accusation and arrest could be based on ‘repute’, or a bad reputation built up over the course of years of neighbourly arguments and sexual reprimand by the Protestant Kirk, but a formal accusation could also happen suddenly, when one person, usually under torture, named another as an accomplice. If a reverend was inclined to seek out witches in his parish, rumour was enough to doom anyone.

Lillias’s accuser was a woman named Jean Bizet. Neighbours could come forward with accusations during a kirk session. In the session minutes, Jean Bizet describes going from house to house in the village one night, drinking. Near the end of the evening, she was seized with terror, convinced that Lillias was coming for her. Other witnesses heard Jean Bizet cry out, ‘O Lilly with her blew doublet! O Mary, Mary Wilson! Christ keep me,’ while wringing her hands and then passing out. According to the minutes, Jean Bizet was at a friend’s house late into the evening and was in a state of drunken distemper. She accused Lillias Adie of acting with Janet Whyte and Mary Wilson in a conspiracy. When Jean Bizet’s husband, James Tanochie, heard of this business, he said he would ‘ding the devil out’ of his wife.

Lillias was perhaps vulnerable as an elderly, single woman. The victims of the Scottish witch-hunts were overwhelmingly poor, older women. Lillias had an unusual appearance that perhaps marked her out from her neighbours. We know from the dimensions of Lillias’s coffin before it was destroyed that she was uncommonly tall. Her teeth were very prominent. Jean Bizet fixates on Lillias’s blue doublet, and from the scant statements at the trial, it’s impossible to know why this troubled Bizet. Was Lillias’s doublet brighter or finer than most? While this detail is seemingly inconsequential, it forms a fragment of Lillias as an individual woman, part of a time, a place and a people, and it helps us picture her. A blue doublet would have been a common garment at the time. The clothing of the poor was often dyed with woad, a yellow-flowered plant with tall stems and pale leaves. Woad blue is the blue of the sky reflected in the sea on a sunny day. That blue was the colour of much modest clothing, and had been for a millennia, and it was the blue Lillias wore.

Following the accusations of Jean Bizet, Lillias Adie was arrested by Bailie Williamson at 10 p.m. on 28 July 1704. Modern readers marvel at the confessions wrung from the accused during the witch-hunts, perhaps imagining women on a witness stand, confessing bizarre, sordid behaviour. This is often the way witch trials are portrayed in fiction. The reality is that, after arrest, the church needed evidence to take to the Privy Council in Edinburgh. The bulk of the evidence was the confession, extracted over months, during which the accused was often tortured, starved and sleep-deprived. There was no limit on how long the Kirk could hold someone before producing this ‘evidence’. The interrogators would ask leading questions: ‘When did you sleep with the devil?’ ‘Where did you meet other witches?’ and, crucially, ‘What are their names?’ These interrogations would have been intense. A room of powerful men questioning a terrified, tortured woman.

During Lillias’s initial interrogation, she swore, ‘What I am to say shall be as true as the sun is in the firmament.’ She confessed to a flurry of demonic meetings. Between interrogations, she was possibly held in the garret of the Townhouse of Culross – the seat of government and also a prison, where women accused as witches were confined and ‘watched’. The loft space where she was held had no fire for warmth, and what little light there was came up through the slats of the floor. A man would have been paid to watch her and keep her awake. Sleep deprivation was the most common form of torture used to extract confessions from the accused. It was effective. Lack of sleep for one or two nights created a docile suggestibility in the prisoner’s mindset. Longer periods of sleep deprivation resulted in hallucinations and deeper confusion.

Between Lillias’s trial record and everything that went unsaid and unrecorded, we must read her sufferings. The interrogators only wrote down what they thought they needed to convict her. Perhaps she was led, in her exhaustion, to believe what was being asked of her. The crime of witchcraft involved merry-making with the devil, renunciation of Christian baptism, and the sex crime of ‘meeting with the devil carnally’. The ministers pointedly asked accused women if they’d had sex with Satan, and the churchmen wanted details.

Lillias was interrogated by the minister and church elders four times during the course of her month-long incarceration, which ended only because she died, perhaps of suicide or the effects of imprisonment on her aged body. The trial record states that Lillias had been meeting the devil since the previous witch-hunt in Torryburn in 1666. She would have seen these earlier public executions as a young woman. Over the course of their lives, almost everyone in early modern Scotland would have witnessed the spectacle of women strangled and burned at the stake. It was an event, and often ale was given to the spectators. The bonfire would have been seen for miles and the smoke would have lingered for days, a signal to other women. No one was safe; none were immune to accusation. This is how terror works.

Lillias’s interrogation went on; she met with a coven of ‘twenty or thirty’ witches, all now dead. She stated that she could not name the others, as they were ‘masked like gentlewomen’. As with all confessions extracted under torture, one must read beyond what is written. In this detail of others being dead or masked, we glimpse Lillias’s courage. Her interrogators wanted names, and she initially provided none. In her further confessions, she said that the devil had come to her hundreds of times and ‘lay with her carnally’. When he first trysted with her, it was at the hour just before sunset on Lammas, or the first of August, a transitional hour on the cross-quarter day in the harvest calendar. Lammas, or ‘Loaf Mass’, marked the midpoint between the summer solstice and the autumn equinox. At this pivotal moment, at an hour that was not quite night nor day, Lillias said she met the devil behind a stook, or bundled sheaf, set up in the field to dry. He was both pale and black, and his flesh was cold. Lillias added details: the devil wore a hat and arrived at their dances on a pony. Though he promised her much, she said he gave her only poverty and misery.

In many of the confessions, the devil is free of any supernatural menace. His appearance and broken promises are those of a human man. Repeatedly, women under interrogation describe Satan as a man, perhaps drawing on memories of sexual violence they had endured, details of other partners, or even the men who stood in judgement before them. Hours before she died, Lillias affirmed that her confession was ‘as true as the sun shines on that floor, and dim as my eyes are, I see that’.

The cause of her death is not recorded, but here we glimpse that she was losing her sight, and that perhaps she was dying as a result of torture and imprisonment. Her last recorded words, that ray of sun on the floor with its promise of truth-telling, haunt me. Much can be made of the more fantastical things she said under duress. The confessions that survive were often written down in collections many years later, repeated as curiosities or evidence of superstitious belief. Some interrogation records reveal fragments of folk magic echoed in other sources. Methods of guarding against fairy wrath or ways to bring luck appear in the confessions, and are also seen in nineteenth-century collections of folklore, like John Gregorson Campbell’s The Gaelic Otherworld and Walter Gregor’s Notes on the Folk-Lore of the North-East of Scotland. Lillias’s confessions of sex with the devil are nothing more than the words of a woman who wished to hasten death, while naming as few others as possible. Her strange stories, with their uncanny details, confound a modern reader. Why would she say such things if they weren’t true, if they would surely lead to her death? Interrogators promised women mercy and freedom if they confessed and named others. But the yarns the accused spun for their torturers might have a deeper significance, too. Scholars like Diane Purkiss have argued that the accused fought for their lives and sense of self in these narrative confessions. In the face of intimidation, torture and the dehumanising process of interrogation, they tried to retain a sense of their own humanity through telling stories, bizarre and strange as they might seem.

The Kirk justice system was a product of the Protestant Reformation. In 1578, the founder of the Presbyterian Church in Scotland, John Knox, drew up The Second Book of Discipline. This document established the governing process of Presbyterianism, with a system of church courts extending from the parish kirk sessions to presbyteries, synods and the general assembly. This structure oversaw witch trials. The pattern of interrogation at kirk sessions was laborious. Simply saying, ‘Yes, I made a pact with the devil,’ wasn’t enough. The interrogators wanted the confession to be personal, to ring true. The accused were repeatedly questioned. In Lillias’s case, no verdict was reached because she died before the session acquired a commission for a trial. She could not be strangled and burned as was customary for those found guilty, and yet her guilt was assumed. I revisit the abrupt end to her interrogation record, looking for some other detail. How exactly did she die? Lillias’s interrogation ends with a brief note from 3 September 1704: ‘Lillias Adie was buried within the seamark at Torryburn.’ The end of her life is an afterthought, her body a curio for collectors, and her grave a tourist site.

*

In September 2020, West Fife Heritage erected the Fife Witches Trail. Three bronze discs, the size of manhole covers, tell a grotesque version of Lillias’s story. The discs are not easy to find. The first is set in the ground, beneath a community bulletin board, across from where Lillias was imprisoned in Culross. It shows a woman carrying a bundle of herbs surrounded by crosses. This disc is a general memorial for the women who died in Culross accused of witchcraft. The second disc is harder to find, but, as I return to her grave, I see it located near the sea wall. It’s a lurid tourist sign, essentially pointing to her stone. What was once a melancholy, mysterious site is now an attraction. The disc depicts Lillias surrounded by the flames of hell, with the devil playing pan pipes in her ear. The drunken words of Jean Bizet are misquoted over her: ‘Oh keep me, there she is coming.’ The third plaque is almost impossible to find. I search for hours, walking footpaths around Culross and Torryburn, until I find it beneath the wildlife interpretation sign at Valleyfield Woods, where Lillias claimed she met with the devil. Joseph Noel Paton’s sketch of Lillias appears on the plaque: a naked devil holds a tiny woman aloft in a dance. The disc reads ‘an innocent victim of unenlightened times’. I stand before this recent monument to an accused woman in Scotland, and wonder who, exactly, is this devil’s doll? It isn’t Lillias. All my hopes for more sensitive signage fade in that moment. The only thing worse than no public recognition of this history is a monument to the satanic fantasy used to condemn countless people during the witch-hunts. Those who accused and killed Lillias Adie, who desecrated her grave and put her on display, are still the ones telling her official story. Heritage signs like these discs record a version of history in the landscape. The word ‘heritage’ conjures a hegemonic body of conservators, the purveyors of ‘days out’, a certain cosiness. Succinct versions of events are presented on child-friendly signs, designed to be digested between a picnic and a meander. Historical fact seems optional. The three bronze discs of the Witches Trail are an ellipsis of everything that has not yet been said about the accused, the truth of their lives. These discs are set in the ground, at a child’s eye level. When children ask, ‘What is that woman doing with the devil?’, what story will we tell them?

As I write this, a battle over monuments rages. Statues of slave-traders and Confederate generals in the USA are defaced, toppled, dumped. All over the world, Black Lives Matter activists have insisted we ask which version of history should occupy shared public space. Monuments play an essential role in mobilising public opinion and dictating the stories we tell about our landscapes and history. Do the sensational, sentimental aspects of the Witches Trail represent a temptation to turn Fife into a ‘Scottish Salem’, a place well known for its witch tourism? Might we see this historic suffering exploited for profit?

Lillias’s story has gone viral. Global news coverage of the search for her bones has captured the attention of journalists and podcasters, and even gets a mention in Jenni Fagan’s novel Luckenbooth. If Lillias’s skull is found, Torryburn would need to decide what it wants to do with this object that was once a person – and in that decision rests a larger question. What will we do with this history of atrocity and ancestral trauma? Do we keep it in a dusty case, ushering it out at Halloween to exploit the suffering it represents, or do we finally remember and pardon these souls, giving them the dignity and peace they deserve?

The village of Torryburn has called for Lillias’s remains to be returned. Her bones might be in a private collection or mislabelled on the shelf of a museum. Her skull is somewhere. It could be anywhere, like behind the bar of a pub. The Saracen Head pub in Glasgow has a woman’s skull on display in a case. The pub’s legend has it that this is the ‘skull of the last witch burned at the stake’, and that it belongs to a woman named Maggie Wall. Maggie Wall’s memorial in the village of Dunning is perhaps the best-known monument to a woman in Scotland. No remains have been excavated from this site, and some historians say Maggie Wall never existed. One thing is certain: the ‘witch’s skull’ in the Saracen Head pub can’t belong to a woman who was burned at the stake. There are no remains left from those burned. Still, I wonder, what if the skull did not belong to Maggie Wall, but to Lillias Adie? The evidence of her skull ends in Glasgow, and it would be distinct enough that I could recognise it from my research. I make plans to travel down to Glasgow to try and find out for myself if it is indeed Lillias’s.

The Saracen Head is a football pub in Glasgow’s East End, known to locals as the Sarry Heid. I walk to the pub from the Mercat Cross in the centre of the busy crossroads. It is said witches danced here at their sabbats, or nocturnal group meetings. I follow Gallowgate, deeper east, out of my depth in a city I don’t know. It’s a straight shot; I find it easily. At 4 p.m. on a Thursday, the pub is locked up tight. A sun-bleached flyer flutters by the door. If it is open, as its Facebook page seemed to suggest, it appears to be in a kind of secret speakeasy capacity, and I do not have the passcode. I have come a long way, and for what? I’m determined to find someone who can help me figure this out.

After returning home, I email Douglas Speirs, who has written to every anatomical collection in the UK searching for Lillias’s bones. He has no leads. I forward a photo I’ve found online of the skull in the pub. He says that its dark colouring is typical of skulls that have been in numerous anatomical collections. The bone of the skull has taken on a deep brown colour with a sheen, as if it has been varnished. Speirs explains this is the result of repeated handling, and that the skull shows some similarity to Lillias’s. He also cautions that it might be ‘too good to be true’. It is. An archaeologist working with Speirs manages to get into the pub and examine the skull. It isn’t Lillias’s, but it is a woman’s skull, probably from a medical school.

I imagine this woman in the pub; the shadowed sockets of her frail bones stare out above the crowd of men gathered to drink and roar. Other tiny men run and kick a ball on a bright screen. After the place closes and empties out, it’s dark. Like a trophy from a forgotten war, whoever is in that case waits.
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Police Tape and Ritual Litter

‘Maggie Wall’, Dunning, 1657

‘The Tinker folk know her as their own.’

– Jess Smith

 

My first encounter with a cop was over thirty years ago. Nights in California were cool, expansive, and you could sit outside barefoot all year long. The lights of strip malls vied with the strings of headlights snaking over endless freeways. They pooled on the horizon, dimming the stars. The moonlight singed through the smog, and I was tangled with a boy in the back seat of his Chevy Nova, parked beside an orange grove. The logistics of losing my virginity weighed heavily on me. Like Caddy in Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury, it meant no more to me than a hangnail, and I wanted rid of it. The headlights of the police car found us, me and this broken boy who knew things he shouldn’t have at sixteen. The policemen ordered me out and searched my dishevelled clothing, rolling a torch up and down my body. They shone it in my eyes, blinding me. It was a game.

‘What colour are your eyes?’ the one with the torch asked. The second stood behind him, a taller shadow in the night.

‘Green,’ I said. What was the right answer? I’d never thought about it in any official capacity before. I’d been told by another boyfriend, a gentler one, that my eyes were always a different colour. He’d sing me New Order’s ‘Temptation’, with its green-eyes-blue-eyes-grey-eyes chorus, like an old-time crooner. In an updated music video for the song released in 2006, a girl is in a record store and she steals the vinyl and then some lilacs. She goes home to put the needle on the record, dancing her victory in the safe space of the song. She was like the girl I once was. Casting the circle from my record player was perhaps my first ritual.

At that moment, in the beam of the cop’s torch, I remembered an article in a woman’s magazine about what colour eyeshadow suited different eye colours, pink for green eyes and golden brown for blue. I was ill-equipped for this confrontation. No magazine article, no sex-ed class nor Your Changing Body pamphlet had prepared me for being outnumbered by powerful men.

‘They’re blue.’ The one in front laughed, as if catching me in a lie.

‘Say your eyes are blue,’ the second one echoed.

I said it, and we were released. The boy, fuming and emasculated, drove me home in silence. Later, he made me pay for it, over and over again.

*

The Maggie Wall Monument might be the best-known monument to a woman in Scotland. Like the mythic Kate McNevin, it’s likely Maggie Wall wasn’t a single person but an accumulation of stories. There is no documentation of a Maggie Wall in the Dunning parish records. If she did exist, her life is now dwarfed by the monument bearing her name. The Maggie Wall Monument is famous on the Internet, probably because of the drama of its presence. It has become the ubiquitous image for news articles about memorials to the accused in Scotland. Despite its celebrity, little is known about the memorial: who built it and why remain a mystery. The eighteenth-century plans of nearby Duncrub Castle show an enclosed field called Maggie’s Wall. ‘Maggie’s Wall’ could also be Maggie’s Walls or Waas, which is Scots for building or house. Etymologically, it’s not a great leap to ‘Maggie’s house’. Is Maggie Wall a genius loci, an actual person or both?

The monument consists of iron supports holding a pile of stones together, topped with a cross of unknown origin. It first appears on an Ordnance Survey map in 1866, and some historians have claimed it’s a folly. I found a photo postcard of the monument dating from 1910; the cross is sun-dappled, dwarfed by a dense wood of tall trees, now gone. Bright white paint spells out ‘Maggie Wall Burnt Here 1657 as a Witch’. Local residents care for the memorial, regularly renewing the paint, as others have done for generations. There are those who would remember the stories of the people who died in the parish, accused of witchcraft. Exactly who built the Maggie Wall cairn, and why they did it, may not be as important as its current purpose of memorialising women murdered as witches.

An image search for the Maggie Wall Monument in Dunning will turn up recent pictures of the cross-topped cairn surrounded by a ring of policemen, their arms akimbo in their black uniforms, like a circle of wizards. In other photos, it’s covered in yellow crime scene tape, the site of a murder investigation. In 2019, a twenty-two-year-old woman named Annalise Johnstone was violently killed, her throat slit and her other injuries described in the local press as ‘unsurvivable’. News reports contradicted each other, with some saying she was killed at the monument, and others only that her body was found there. In the court records, her brother confessed to carrying her body for two miles and depositing her beside a path in a nearby village. Afterwards, he and his girlfriend called the police to report Annalise missing and then cleaned their car of any evidence. Two hillwalkers later found her body, claiming there had been no attempt to conceal it. Annalise was a Traveller and lesbian, estranged from her family after coming out. Police identified her using her brother’s descriptions of her tattoos and piercings. She had a labret and a tongue piercing, and the words ‘Lady’ and ‘Papa’ tattooed on her chest, with tributes to four women – ‘Nadia’, ‘Gran’, ‘Mum’ and ‘Alicia’ – on her arm. Her brother was cleared; the jury found the murder charges against him ‘unproven’. The investigation is closed.

Tabloids covering the murder featured photos of the monument as if the site itself were an accomplice. Macabre fantasies fuel the tabloid fascination with the witch, wedded to witches’ sites in the landscape like the Maggie Wall Monument. News reports linked the monument to serial killers Ian Brady and Myra Hindley, who had visited the site on holiday in 1965. They posed in front of it, taking photos of each other. In the photo of Hindley at the monument, she perches on the cairn, one foot on the stone, the other on the wooden fence surrounding it. Her bleached blonde fright-wig obscures her face. This image surfaced at Hindley’s trial and was used to indict her not only as an accomplice to murder but as a witch. True crime writers continue to look for evidence of witchcraft in the Moors Murders. Their sensationalised studies paint the murders as rituals, with Brady as the alchemist and Hindley as his witch. When Ian Brady died at a high-security hospital in 2017, a judge denied his request to have the fifth movement of Symphonie fantastique, ‘Dream of a Witches’ Sabbath’, by composer Hector Berlioz played at his cremation. This piece of music is hallucinatory and grandiose. The ditty of a witches’ dance is layered over church bells, a scuttering of insect-like strings and ‘Dies irae’, a medieval poem used as a requiem Mass that begins:

 

Day of wrath and doom impending

David’s word with Sibyl’s blending

Heaven and earth in ashes ending.

 

The witch is the dark matter of Britain’s dreaming. The sensationalised exploitation of this history is part of thanatourism or morbid tourism; it’s a version of the story that sells ghost tours, books, films and newspapers. In the case of the Maggie Wall Monument, I wondered if there might be an antidote, something beyond this grotesque fascination. I looked to the living oral tradition of Scottish Travellers in which Maggie Wall appears as real person, an ancestor.

Like people accused as witches, Gypsies and Travellers were targeted by the Reformation. Though Gypsies and Scottish Travellers are two distinct ethnic groups, they share a heritage of nomadism. The Scottish Act Concerning Egyptians of 1609 targeted Romany people, mistakenly calling them ‘Egyptians’. The act accused nomadic people of fortune-telling and criminality, and gave them sixteen days to leave the realm or they would be executed. This act was in place throughout the years of witch-hunting, and was another kind of cleansing operation. Travellers were linked to witches in the cultural imagination. In Shakespeare’s The Tempest, Caliban is the offspring of the witch Sycorax. ‘Cauliban’ is the Romany word for dark. Shakespeare’s character of Caliban conflates the darkness of race, witches and the unknown – a fantasy that persists to this day. Until 1856, it was illegal to be a Gypsy or a Traveller in Britain.

I heard a ghost story from Jess Smith, a Traveller and renowned storyteller who heard it from Jimmy Somebody. When Jimmy Somebody was a child, Travellers would camp in places around Perth in exchange for doing work. One of his jobs as a boy was clearing a field of stones and piling them into cairns. I imagine a child, perhaps like Somebody, piling up the stones that went into Maggie’s Cairn. The story goes that Jimmy’s family made camp near the monument, and the children went into the wood. There, they saw a woman crouched low with a hot look in her eye, like quarry cornered by hounds. In Somebody’s version, her hair was tangled, but as Jess Smith tells it, the woman’s hair was a mess of twisting flames. Her clothing was torn and old: antique, even. The children called to her, but she ran past them. A black cat followed, fast at her heels. She disappeared straight into a tree, but the cat remained, brushing up against the children, circling their legs and meowing. It followed them back to the camp, and when their grandmother saw it, she got serious. The cat was a warning. They broke camp and made their way further into the wood. That night, the wood around the monument burned. Everyone from the village spent the night putting out the fire. It was Maggie Wall in the shape of a black cat that saved them. Jess Smith said the events of this story happened in around 1920. Despite historians’ claims that Maggie Wall never existed, Jess believes she was a person. She said Maggie was a Traveller, an ancestor who was good with herbs.

*

I sleep in a budget hotel in Perth. These places are usually identical, with the same decor no matter where you are in the UK. It’s disorientating, institutional, but this room is different. I’ve been given what seems like a suite – darkly panelled, the soft furnishings accented with Black Watch plaid. A print of a ubiquitous Scottish stag hangs on the wall. I toss and turn all night, pursued by the kind of dreams that were once called hag-ridden. In the nightmare, I crawl into a narrow cairn, the stones clammy and dripping. Something inside knows me, and challenges from the dark recesses with ominous clarity: ‘Little witch, do you even know what you are up against?’

I plan to travel to the Maggie Wall Monument in the morning, something I have been putting off for some time, worried I would be intruding on a crime scene, or worse, that I would have to deal with police. It’s early, still dark outside. I stand at the bright vanity mirror. One of the few things I like about these places is the unflinchingly clear illumination of the mirror outside the bathroom. I can get a really good look at myself. Here I am, naked and ruddy with what is probably a hot flush – a personal summer or power surge – or maybe it’s just the awkward heating in the room, on and off again through the night. Vague sadness darkens my not-green eyes, and my freckled face sets in a frown. Everything’s getting soft and delicate, more complex, despite all my attempts at hardening up. The tempering hasn’t taken.

I rifle through my overnight bag, now a nest of crumpled black things. My travelling clothes are a long black dress, boots and a big black scarf. Is this what I should be wearing to visit witches’ monuments? I let the self-conscious dilemma sit with me as I put up my hair, and adorn myself with silver hoops and rings I’ve forged. I brush in arched brows over my pale, sparse ones, and put on dark plum lippy straight from the tube. I’m naked without these things.

What once coded me as trad goth later became eldergoth, and now I’ve evolved into something else. Random people ask me if I’m a witch. I always answer, ‘Depends on who’s asking.’ It’s a more interesting start to a conversation than the other nosy opener I sometimes get: ‘You don’t sound like you are from around here.’

I know the land is alive, and our ancestors speak to us. Perhaps thinking these things makes me a witch. When someone asks me if I’m a witch, they might be one themselves. We know our own, don’t we? The voice in the dream-cairn called me a witch, and a basic one at that.

The online Ordnance Survey map shows five B-roads converging like a wobbly brittle star on the village of Dunning in central Scotland, once the site of an Iron Age fort, a Roman camp, and home to a dragon-slaying saint from the eighth century. Where there are dragons, living or slain, there are sure to be mysteries, and this spot on the map is no exception. North-west of the village, hedged in by Duncrub Burn, a blank field is marked simply ‘Maggie’. Zooming in expands the title to ‘Maggie Wall Wood’. A small triangle, unmarked, just beside the B8062 road before the well-manicured golf course, is the monument cairn itself.

I arrive at nearby Kincladie Wood, where six women are said to have been executed in 1662. This small enclave of trees is known to locals as My Lady’s Wood, marking it as a place that was once sacred, dedicated to Mary and perhaps an older goddess. It’s a well-loved place, edged by a vast expanse of white polytunnels on one side, and the ramparts of the Roman fort on the other. Sunlight glosses the holly trees, the tallest I’ve ever seen, shining beside the bare branches of oak, beech and birch. Little elf-dens made of twigs dot the wood, and a late scattering of snowdrops blooms at the trailhead. Bat boxes, numbered like suburban bungalows, hang from trees. A map of the forest path marks the site of the witch-burnings. The archaeological record claims an old oak marks the execution site, but I suspect this is outdated, anecdotal information. I pace in the leaf mould, looking for a barren place, an uncanny glimmer. Above me, a magpie lets out a throaty bark, sounding a bit like Captain Beefheart doing a bird call. One for sorrow – the same bird who refused to weep at the crucifixion. I had my reasons, it seems to say as its grumpy caws grow louder.

If women died violently here, we have their names and nothing more. Isobell McKendley, Elspeth Reid and Jonet Airth were tried together. Agnes Hutstone, Isobel Goold and Anna Law were tried separately, and did not confess. There is no record of their death dates, and the last three may have been released. I make a circle with twigs and stones in a clearing, a makeshift offering, before heading to the monument.

It’s just past lambing season, a sunny, late spring day, with a big sky full of clouds shifting light over the rolling countryside. A forlorn stretch of grazing land appears on the approach from the north. The stone cross is at once bucolic and foreboding, sitting atop the hillock. I walk up the three stone steps to stand before it. A shift in weather heralds my arrival, and clouds shut out the sun. It turns cold, in the way it does in Scotland: all seasons in one day, as the joke goes. In this moment of winter, I hold an audience with the imposing memorial, a rough-hewn version of the plinths seen in every village and town across Scotland dedicated to the war dead. The police tape is gone. Six metres high, it towers over me. The white-painted lettering is as fresh and white as it was one hundred years ago.

The pile of stones form a cairn, a traditional burial marker. The Clava Cairns outside Inverness are a Neolithic example of these stone memorials on a grand scale. There is an old Scottish Gaelic saying, ‘Clach air do chàrn,’ or ‘A stone on your cairn,’ meaning, ‘I will remember you.’ This is perhaps a remnant from burial customs that involved funeral parties carrying coffins for long distances. Cairns were erected at resting points, with stones being added by mourners.

I linger at the Maggie Wall Monument, where the lost trees of the phantom wood might have gentled the place, the shadows of their branches just coming into bud and dancing over this folly. But there’s nothing to shelter us, the monument and me, as rain spits down. Molehills surround the cairn, fresh earth in neat piles, and I picture the little blind beings moving industriously beneath us like chthonic numina wrestling for the soul of these stones. In between tabloid headlines and police tape, something kinder waits.

The Maggie Wall Monument crowns the surrounding fields with its grim enigma. It is a lodestone of grief and despair, its cross a dark finger pointing to the mute heavens. Some sites seem to be blessed with prayer and joy; others are places of irredeemable pain. They become a challenge for the people that must care for them, and for each who visit. Tending a grave with care is not convenient nor easy. Writing in the 1980s, Perthshire historian Archie McKerracher said a wreath had been laid at the cairn each year, with a card saying, ‘In memory of Maggie Wall, Burnt by the Church in the Name of Christianity.’

I consider offerings secreted in the crevices of the cairn: countless candles, an animal vertebrae, a small pot of jam. Some are things a young woman might leave for a friend: a teddy bear, lip balm, a purse charm with bells. Are they offerings for Annalise or Maggie? Locals call this ‘ritual litter’. Someone regularly cleans the monument of these offerings. I circle the stones, coming to a bottle of nail polish in a raspberry-pink colour, tucked away in a crack. Its bright femininity strikes me to the heart and I think, Annalise had grey eyes.





11

Hedge Maze

Isabel Rutherford, Crook of Devon, 1662

‘. . . I think that ye are not well, and ye are not weil [right].’

– Isabel Rutherford’s confession

 

Witch-hunting raged across Scotland in the years 1661–2, and in Crook of Devon in central Scotland, confessions were extracted from twelve women and one man. The accused were interrogated in Tullibole Castle and processed in batches. Only one woman, Agnes Pittendreich, was spared execution, because she was pregnant at the time. Another accused, Margaret Hoggin, was seventy-nine years old. There is no note of her conviction nor execution, but she is referred to as ‘deceased’ in a record dated two months after the initial trials. It’s possible she did not survive her imprisonment. The seventeenth-century Laird of Tullibole oversaw the interrogations. He was assisted by his bailie, the local ministers and eighteen other residents of the village, volunteers employed in ‘waking the witch’ or sleep deprivation. While there is no record of this torture, I guess at a pattern. The accused were held for months before their trials, and there is an ominous statement in the court record. When Agnes Murie was asked why she wouldn’t repeat her confession to the judge and jury, she replied only that she had wounds, presumably from beatings, on her body, and she would have the bailie prove it to the men who sat in judgement – judge Alexander Coville and the jury of fifteen landowners from the district. She asked the bailie to lay his hand on her breast and back where ‘lumps’ troubled her. Her tortured body was her statement – her injuries should also be to be taken into account, along with her previous confessions. It was as if she were saying, Whatever I confessed came with these wounds, and I will not repeat the admission.

The judge and landowners declared the accused guilty. Only one woman, Christian Grieve, was found not guilty at the trial on 21 July 1662. This verdict would not save her; in October, she was arrested again under the same charges, found guilty by the same judge and jury, and executed five days later.

The standard demonic pact was confirmed by all the women who confessed: they had renounced their baptisms and taken exotic new demonic names like ‘Rossina’. The devil marked them, and he ‘made use’ of their bodies. Documenting these particular obsessions was not only integral to group interrogations, it was necessary to obtain permission for a legal trial from the government. Near-identical statements of guilt appear across the Crook of Devon dittays, or trial records. Yet, when the accused described their devils, each offered their interrogators a different demonic man. To one, he appeared surrounded by a retinue of black-haired women; others said he wore a blue bonnet or a black hood. Another saw him as a ‘halflong fellow with an dusti-coloured coat’. Robert Wilson, the only male member of the supposed coven, confessed to seeing the devil on a horse, wearing fine clothes and a ‘Spanish cape’.

Perhaps these devils, each in different attire, were simply men. I found the trial records in a nineteenth-century source, compiled by an antiquary named R. Begg who copied them from the handwritten, deteriorating originals, translating them into print. Begg reasons in the footnotes that villages like Crook of Devon were ‘swarming with discharged soldiers’ in the chaotic years of English occupation and the Restoration. These aimless men may have been ‘unscrupulous and designing knaves who personated Satan for their own guilty purposes’. The mythic devil multiplied, embodied in human men as well as in the imaginations of the accused – and their interrogators. He was ubiquitous, ever present. He might appear as an animal or even a haystack or other object, but most often he took human form.

Though he appeared in many guises in Crook of Devon, all the accused women seemed to agree that the temperature of Satan’s ‘seed’ – his semen – was cold. When the accused offered this detail, it was probably not from their own imaginations, but embedded within the interrogators’ salacious questioning. While the women confessed to sexual dealings with the devil, the confessions of Robert Wilson were free of such details. This is typical for men accused of witchcraft in Scotland; they were spared the line of coital questioning the women endured. The interrogators’ devil was unequivocally straight.

As I transcribe them, the stories of the accused bleed into one another. Try as I may to hear them as individuals, they are a formless chorus of woe – until I
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