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What is too macabre for Montreal?

Excellent question.

I’m glad that you asked.

This was a topic that came up multiple times during both the writing and the editing process for the October 2018 book Macabre Montreal: Ghostly Tales, Ghastly Events, and Gruesome True Stories written by Shayna and me.

As we planned out the content of the book, we created an online spreadsheet that we could use for tracking. On it, we denoted the various topics that we wanted to include in the book, some of the sources we knew we’d be able to use for that chapter, as well as a potential title, an estimated word count, and which one of us would take on the writing of that chapter.

Sometimes a story idea would come up, but if it was something that neither one of us was able to properly adapt into a chapter, we left it alone. And every once in a while we would find a tale that we weren’t sure would properly fit into a book that had originally been conceived of as a collection of mostly ghost stories concerning the city of Montreal.

Given the alliteration that came with the title, we ended up sourcing a few tales that weren’t necessarily supernatural, but were rather, more macabre in terms of their content. Many of the mob stories that we uncovered in our research were within that realm.

It was this combination of ghostly tales and other dark and disturbing events that lead us to the subtitle that was used for the book. The subtitle would help convey to the reader that we took the term “macabre” quite seriously and that we wouldn’t just include ghostly tales, but we were also going to share ghastly events and gruesome true stories.

I mean, think about the balance of those three elements.

Ghostly.

Ghastly.

Gruesome.

Yes, that was specifically crafted alliteration in the subtitle. But it also pretty much fit the bill. Certainly, some of the stories shared in the book, including the tale of one of the most famous ghosts of Montreal, Mary Gallagher, the murdered Griffintown prostitute, involves quite grisly and ghastly details. She was, after all, beheaded on June 27, 1879. And, as the legend goes, every seven years she appears on the corner of William and Murray Street in a never-ending quest to look for her head.

The ghosts of the oldest inn in North America, the Auberge Saint-Gabriel, stems from a tragic tale of a young girl and her grandfather who were burned alive because of an act of arson; and that the man ultimately responsible, the son of the old man and the father of the daughter, witnessed the horrific scene; in what some might say is karmic justice for his fraudulent scheme.

Those are just a couple of the tales that cross-over between the ghostly and the gruesome.

But there are still other tales in the book that are dark, disturbing and aren’t about ghosts, but are about the darkness, about terrible errors, about evil acts that people are capable of performing on one another. 

Such as the 1901 murders of two members of the Redpath family, the unspeakable torturous experiments conducted at McGill University as part of Project MK-Ultra, the accidental beheading by Canada’s most famous hangman, the numerous mob-related murders, or the fact that a Montreal student was responsible for the death of famous magician Harry Houdini.

Those, of course, are some of the ghostly and ghastly things that appear in the book Macabre Montreal.

But there were some other stories that ended up being cut from the originally submitted manuscript.

One might say they were left to die on the cutting room floor.

Others might say, particularly in the context that we are exploring here, that the “lives” of these chapters were cut short by a cruel hand.

All joking aside, Shayna and I enjoyed the experience of working with the editorial team at Dundurn, the publisher of the book Macabre Montreal. But the fact that there were additional tales that didn’t make the final cut into the published book, particularly because they were felt to be a little too much, perhaps a little too ugly to include, was also intriguing to us.

I remember joking with Shayna that apparently there were some tales that were deemed “too macabre” for Macabre Montreal.

Editorial decisions were made that the tales were too dark, too disturbing, too close to home, and perhaps too controversial, to include in the book.

We reluctantly went with those changes.

But, as we’d spent hours of research on chapters and stories that would never see the light of day in this book, we were also a bit disappointed.

Until now.

We went back to the cutting room floor, to those mangled corpses of tales and snippets of information compiled from the research we had done, and we wanted to offer them up to readers who are able to handle slightly darker, slightly more disturbing content.

Picture us, for a moment, like a pair of twin Doctor Frankensteins – the Hollywood version of the doctor, rather than the literary one – chortling in mad laughter on a stormy night in a hidden lair on the edge of the Mount Royal Cemetery as we picked up those bloodied and abandoned body parts, carefully sewed them together and shouted “They’re alive! They’re alive!”

Because, after all, the intent of Macabre Montreal was to explore the shadows, explore the ghosts, and have a little bit of fun with some of the speculative elements and supernatural tales that make up part of Montreal’s rich history.

But the tales you are about to read aren’t fun. They aren’t spooky.

They’re about pure evil.

They’re about the nastiness of humanity.

They’re about the horrific evil that one human is actually capable of doing to another.

They are, ultimately, tales that were deemed too macabre for Montreal.
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- Mark Leslie Lefebvre

October 2020
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Watch Me Kill

LUKA MAGNOTTA
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Luka Magnotta wasn’t always so interesting. He was born Eric Newman in Scarborough, Ontario. He has a sister named Melissa. His parents got divorced and for a time he lived with his grandmother. He was an outcast in high school. None of these details would seem to add up to Magnotta becoming one of the most notorious murderers in Canadian history, and yet, unfortunately, he did. So, how does one go from Eric Newman living in the Toronto suburbs to Luka Magnotta porn star, stripper, and ghastly murderer? Here’s how.

Magnotta waited until he was in his twenties to display his unusual side, quickly showing an interest in exhibitionism. Wikipedia lists his early adventures starring in pornographic videos, as well as working as a stripper and an escort. But what’s of far more interest is his seeming obsession with getting himself out there in the media. In 2005 he appeared in Toronto’s fab magazine, which caters to the gay community and often features sexy models. In 2007 he competed in the reality series COVERguy, which featured male models competing for a magazine cover feature, a photo shoot, and $1,000 cash. He didn’t win.   

He also auditioned in 2008 for the reality show Plastic Makes Perfect which follows people as they have extreme plastic surgery procedures. His audition tape for this show, detailed in the Global News article “‘My name is Luka and I’m a cosmetic surgery addict’: audition tape,” depicts a young man with an alarming and unhealthy need to alter his body to find happiness. In the tape, Magnotta himself lists the procedures he’s already had, including a nose job, a procedure to fix the dark circles under his eyes, and two hair transplants to reverse the effects of a receding hairline. His future plans include another hair transplant and muscle implants. The then 22-year-old Magnotta freely states that all he cares about are his looks, that his family doesn’t understand these interests and won’t speak with him because of them, and that his body is his life. He admits he has these procedures done on his body in order to be accepted.

This clear need to be physically perfect and obvious focus on being seen certainly paint Magnotta as a shallow character, and a narcissist, but don’t directly point to the criminal impulses to come. To see that coming we need to make a detour back to 2005 when, as reported on Wikipedia, Magnotta was arrested for impersonating a woman in order to obtain a credit card and using the card to purchase goods worth $10,000. He was convicted of these offences, but sadly didn’t see any jail time, getting instead a conditional sentence of nine months and twelve months probation. 

Lying about himself, however, wasn’t a game Magnotta had any plan to give up. It was around this time that he changed his name from Eric Newman to Luka Rocco Magnotta and began creating various online personas for himself. If you
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