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Dear Reader,

Researching this book was the adventure of a lifetime. It began, as the best adventures do, in my hometown library. There, I peppered librarians with a growing list of requests: Do you have any books on Scottish folklore? Cryptids? Plesiosaurs? Golden Age Hollywood? Nazis? British media? After plowing my way through towering stacks of books, I turned to digital sources. I combed through online newspaper archives from the UK, America, Australia, and more, finding incredible details and realizing that two of the most important newspapers for this story, London’s Daily Mail and the Inverness Courier, were unavailable in my area. If I wanted to get my hands on them, I needed to renew my passport.

In the summer of 2022, I took my library love affair abroad and traveled to London’s legendary British Library. I spent days tucked away in its famous Newsroom, spooling fragile reels of newspaper microfilm onto fiddly knobs and delicately thumbing through aged, leatherbound books. I felt like the heroine in a mystery film, moments away from discovering some earth-shattering truth. I loved every second of it. The library in Inverness, Scotland, came next. Librarians there ushered me into a tiny, treasure-packed archive. A door was propped open to an empty workspace, and I spent days listening to rain hammer the roof and paging though hundreds of incredible monster history artifacts, taking breaks only for the occasional sausage roll or cream-slathered scone. I flipped through one book that was the size of my kitchen table and another that was the size of a deck of cards. Librarians occasionally popped in to say hello or suggest a resource, but I was largely on my own to read, explore, and imagine. It was heaven.

As much as I adore them, libraries facilitated only part of my research. I also spent hours outside of their hallowed walls, talking to a wide range of experts who helped me understand the many parts of this story. I talked to a retired CIA analyst about what fake news means. I interviewed a psychologist about biases, and I asked a vision science professor at MIT about the mechanics of monster sightings. I talked to monster hunters and monster skeptics. I had coffee with Peter Wetherell, the descendent of Marmaduke and Ian Wetherell, and breakfast with a man known as “Mr. Loch Ness.” I got to know the former NASA Jet Propulsion Laboratory engineer who enhanced images of Nessie back in the 1970s, and I sat on a little wooden bench with the director of the Loch Ness Centre, Adrian Shine. Each of these interactions added a layer of understanding and depth to this story. These generous people told riveting stories, answered my questions, and, in one case, let me peek into an active archaeological dig. I can’t tell you how much I loved this part of the process.

Of course, no research into the story of the Loch Ness Monster could be complete without going on an actual monster hunt. So, on one particularly cloudy morning, I pulled on a warm sweater, slid into my rain gear, and climbed aboard a small sonar-equipped boat on Loch Ness. By this point in my journey, I knew just about everything there was to know about this tale. I knew the people, the hoaxes, and the scandals. I knew the science, the history, and the geography. I knew there was no monster. Still, sitting on the water, I felt unsettled. The area is spooky. It’s remote and quiet. Ruins of a crumbling castle cling to one coast. Forested hillsides on either side of the loch scramble up toward the sky, as if trying to escape its grasp. But the strangest part of Loch Ness is the water itself. It’s ink black. As our boat puttered out into the center of the loch that morning, I couldn’t stop myself from staring at the water. I leaned over the metal rails and gazed down at its mirrorlike surface, wanting desperately to see what lurked beneath but seeing only my own reflection.

It was the perfect metaphor for this story. Loch Ness Uncovered isn’t about what’s under the water. It’s about the people above the surface and the stories they tell.

Happy reading,

Rebecca Siegel





[image: ]





[image: Chapter 1. Beginnings]


There was a beast in Loch Ness. Aldie Mackay delivered this shocking bit of information on April 14, 1933, her lilting Scottish accent wrapping around each strange detail.

Earlier that day, she and her husband John had been taking a drive along the loch’s northern coast. It was a pleasant day. Clouds speckled the blue sky. The loch’s surface looked perfectly still. Suddenly, a violent commotion in the water caught her attention. Some kind of animal was thrashing on the surface. Foam and spray shot into the air. The creature soon stopped splashing, but it didn’t disappear. Two glistening humps appeared above the surface. They had the deep blue-black coloring of a whale, and were large and widely spaced, hinting at a giant creature below. The humps undulated across the water, rising and falling in a snakelike manner. And then, just as quickly as it had appeared, the creature dove back beneath the surface. The water stilled. Mackay turned to her husband, who had only just brought their vehicle to a stop. He hadn’t seen the creature at all.

Stunned, the pair sat in their car for thirty minutes. They stared at the water, hoping that the animal might make a second appearance. When it didn’t, they made their way to the Drumnadrochit Hotel, a stately establishment they managed together. There, Mackay shared her story.
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The Drumnadrochit Hotel


Listeners must have been baffled, shocked. At the time, Loch Ness had no uniquely frightening reputation. It was simply one of many quiet, picturesque lakes in the Scottish Highlands. Ferries regularly chugged along its twenty-three-mile length, while small boats zipped back and forth across its narrow one-and-a-half-mile width. Its shorelines were mostly undeveloped, save for the occasional country home, castle, or medieval ruin. Other than its impressive depth, which dropped down to 788 feet at its deepest point, the most remarkable thing about the loch was the color of its water. Loch Ness was as black as night. Scotland’s frequent rains had washed eons of peat down the surrounding hillsides and into the loch, causing it to be nearly opaque. Mackay’s claim about a huge, humped beast in Loch Ness was the first of its kind.

In addition to shock, some listeners may have also felt a twinge of doubt hearing Mackay’s tale. She was the sole witness to this unusual event. Neither her husband nor any other locals could verify her account. She also appeared to be ignoring a simple explanation for the commotion: a pair of seals may have just gotten themselves into the loch. But perhaps most importantly, Mackay had a personal motive for sharing such an intriguing tale. She had a loch side hotel to keep afloat.

In truth, the most frightening thing locals had witnessed in recent years was a general decline in tourism. Loch Ness had previously enjoyed nearly two centuries as a favorite destination for wealthy British travelers. They came to the peaceful, dark loch to enjoy a break from the hubbub of aristocratic life. After the royal family made their way to Loch Ness, with Prince Albert visiting in 1847 and Queen Victoria following in 1873, the loch’s status as a high-end getaway was sealed. At one point, extra ferries even had to be added to accommodate the water traffic, and a special train line was built to help usher visitors to the place advertised as “a most interesting and romantic part of the Highlands.” But eventually the loch’s sparkling appeal dulled. The train line closed. The ferries slowed. By 1933, the area had settled into a quiet rhythm. Making things worse, that season’s fishing output had been less productive than usual. A newspaper called the area’s herring haul “very poor and practically disastrous.” Another observer labeled it “lamentably” bad. The area needed a boost.

Under normal circumstances, Mackay’s claim might have been shared, lightly debated, and then forgotten. She may have even laughed and shrugged the whole thing off, chalking it up to a trick of the light or an overactive imagination. But circumstances weren’t normal. Mackay happened to tell her story in a time and place uniquely primed for an extraordinary event. Science, art, and culture were changing so rapidly that anything seemed possible. The stars were aligned for a strange little tale to grow in size and importance. Then something happened that launched Mackay’s story into the stratosphere. The press got involved.
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Alex Campbell’s article in the Inverness Courier, printed May 2, 1933.


Alex Campbell was a freelance writer for a local paper called the Inverness Courier. When he heard of Mackay’s odd sighting, he recognized its appeal and made quick work of writing it up for publication. In the tradition of so many journalists at the time, Campbell made little effort to stick to the facts. Rather, he took an already odd tale and embellished it. He included fictional details and emotionally provocative language, declined to name Mackay in the story, and also remained anonymous himself, identifying only as “a correspondent.” His misinformation-filled column hit newsstands on May 2, 1933, both setting a standard for the way future journalists would handle Loch Ness Monster reporting, and shocking the public at the same time.

“Strange Spectacle on Loch Ness: What Was It?” informed readers that a monster lived in Loch Ness. And not just any monster, but a large, “fearsome-looking,” whale-like beast. Campbell declared that Mackay’s sighting wasn’t some shocking new revelation, but confirmation of a generations-old belief. His column made it seem as though locals had always been on the lookout for such an aquatic creature.

The stage was set for the drama of the century. Loch Ness had itself a monster.
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Alex Campbell
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Marmaduke Wetherell
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As Scottish Highlanders pondered the likelihood of a monster in Loch Ness, British theatergoers gaped at a different type of water beast altogether: the African hippo. This huge and deadly monster was just one of the stars of Marmaduke Wetherell’s newest film, Wanderlust.

At fifty, Wetherell was a wrinkled, bushy-browed, swashbuckling showman with an eye for drama. And Wanderlust delivered plenty of drama. Audiences gazed in rapt attention at the black-and-white film’s documentary-style footage of animals in Africa, including stalking leopards, grazing buffalo, lumbering hippos, and giraffes with impossibly long limbs. They tittered nervously at footage of a lion swatting at a crew member and gasped in horror at the destruction caused by a plague of locusts. Wetherell had done a fine job not only of filming a variety of wildlife but also in presenting it. His movie was easy to follow, entertaining, and occasionally even funny. Critics called it “excellent.”

Wetherell’s success with Wanderlust was hard earned. He’d spent decades trying to make a name for himself as an actor, appearing everywhere from cramped London playhouses to the silver screen. When success didn’t hit in England, he traveled to British-controlled South Africa to try his luck there. He appeared in several African Film Productions movies. Still, fame remained just out of reach.

Wetherell’s ambitions weren’t limited to the world of theater. He tried other things, too, splitting his time between England, South Africa, and Northern Rhodesia (now Zambia). There were the years he tried to become a farmer in Northern Rhodesia, a plan he ultimately abandoned when the farm had “bust up.” And there were the years he’d put into academics, toying with both anthropology and zoology. He tromped across the English countryside in search of ancient ruins and through the African veldt stalking animals. His accomplishments in both fields were respectable but minor. Eventually, Wetherell worked as a big game hunting guide for wealthy British tourists, too. He kept his clients safe and happy but he was otherwise unremarkable at the job. He still hadn’t found his niche.

In 1925, Wetherell came tantalizingly close to cinematic success with a film called Livingstone. Wetherell wrote, directed, and starred in the epic biopic, which told the story of David Livingstone, an explorer, missionary, and abolitionist. Livingstone had famously traveled through regions of southern, eastern, and central Africa. Wetherell chose to film most of the scenes on-site, in the very places Livingstone had been. This was a massive undertaking. Wetherell’s team spent their days swatting at thieving baboons and stepping over thirteen-foot-long pythons. They tracked elusive lions on epic, days-long, silent chases. Once, a herd of stampeding buffalo nearly trampled Wetherell’s crew, who managed to escape by scrambling to the top of ten-foot-high anthills. Another time, a band of irritated hippos followed his group down a river. The huge beasts periodically rammed their fragile boats in an attempt to knock the film crew into the water. The Livingstone team was scratched by razor grass, bitten by tsetse flies, burned by the sun, and soaked by frigid mountain rain. The filming process left Wetherell so ravaged that he became unrecognizable. “Please excuse the peculiar appearance of my face,” he told a startled onlooker mid-production. “It is in the cause of art.”

After two long years of work, Livingstone premiered in British theaters. It was a box office flop. Viewers liked the film, and critics gave it pleasantly lukewarm reviews, but it didn’t bring in the expected cash. By all outward appearances, Wetherell had missed the mark yet again. But in truth, Livingstone had actually uncovered Wetherell’s greatest skill: storytelling. All throughout the filming process, he had regaled people with stories of the film’s production—of the miles and miles he traveled on foot, of the lions he’d spotted and hunted, and of the crocodiles he’d evaded. Listeners hung on his every word, and it wasn’t long before newspapers got in on the game. Publications, like London’s Sunday Post, delighted their readers with tales from the “Man of Many Parts,” who had seen more of Africa than most Brits could even imagine.

Wetherell kept his stories short and splashy. He highlighted the events that would be most interesting and ignored the details that were dull. In this way, Wetherell was able to use the newspapers and magazines as an extension of his art.

Livingstone might not have been a cinematic showstopper, but it catapulted Wetherell into the public consciousness as a storyteller. As the years passed and he continued making movies, he maintained his relationship with the press. When he filmed his 1927 Robinson Crusoe on-site in Tobago, he once again delighted editors and readers alike with fantastic behind-the-scenes tales. Readers of the Sphere were even treated to a photo spread of Wetherell at work, walking on the sand, eyeing an assortment of rifles, and wading into hip-high water while holding a sea turtle. By the time Wanderlust premiered in 1933, audiences knew what to expect of Wetherell. He was going to give them a dramatic story filled with wild animals. What no one yet knew was that Wetherell would soon deliver the world its wildest animal story ever.

But first, the Loch Ness Monster needed to make a few more waves.
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On a crisp, sunny day in May 1933, four men gathered along the rocky shoreline of Loch Ness. They stared at the loch’s glassy surface with a variety of expressions: bored, expectant, and curious. One man pointed a long, thin telescope toward the water and held it up to his eye. The “beastie” in the loch could show up at any moment.

Following the article about Aldie Mackay’s alleged monster encounter, interest in the reclusive beast steadily grew. People couldn’t stop talking about what newspapers were calling a “sea monster,” “mystery monster,” or simply, the “Loch Ness Monster.” Some reacted to the chilling story with doubt. Others were curious. Plenty were downright inspired. They crept down the loch’s shores, eager but also afraid.

Within weeks, some of these intrepid monster hunters had incredible news. They’d seen the beast, too! Local journalists jumped at the chance to report on the stories. Much as Alex Campbell had done in his first column on the beast, these journalists sprinkled their columns with unreliable information. Sensational language dripped from the newsprint, as did outlandish details. They informed readers that monster witnesses ranged from school children to respected adults. On May 23, the Dundee Courier noted that a local man who had “previously disbelieved” in the monster, spotted the beast himself. In his excitement, he’d called his son and friend over, and the trio watched the beast for a full ten minutes through a telescope. A week later, the monster appeared to startled passengers on board a local bus. Observers tried their best to estimate its size, and their guesses were jaw-dropping. The beast was a whopper, likely somewhere between twenty- and thirty-feet long.

Tourism around the loch boomed. Folks from throughout Scotland and England made a beeline for the dark waters, desperate to catch a glimpse of tail or fin. Steamship cruises along its waters became “very popular, both with visitors and residents.” The Courier even warned tourists not to get onto a boat without the proper equipment: “When cruising, take a camera.” It would be a shame to miss the chance to photograph the beast.

In June, local newspapers published more monster sightings. One described how a group of workmen excavating a hillside near Abriachan were “startled to see the monster in the center of the loch,” swimming closely behind a cruising boat. They noted that the beast pursued the boat for “some distance” and observed several striking characteristics, including “an enormous head and a large, heavy body.” Another sighting was reportedly so “unpleasant and exciting” that it caused a boating woman to faint.

Guesses about the beast’s identity, characteristics, and behavior floated above the loch’s black surface. Uncertainty reigned. Part of this had to do with the fact that the early ideas of the Loch Ness Monster varied wildly from person to person. Some thought of the monster as a giant, wriggling, eellike beast. Others pictured a bulbous creature with a big head and a broad, 
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