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Edinburgh, Scotland’s
ancient capital, is a city
where history and
mystery intertwine like
the cobblestone
streets of its Old
Town.
With its medieval architecture,
shadowy closes, and a past steeped in
bloodshed, betrayal, and the
supernatural, Edinburgh is one of the
most haunted cities in the world.

From restless spirits in ancient castles to

chilling tales in forgotten graveyards, the

city’s dark history beckons curious

travelers to explore its ghostly legacy.

Here’s a journey through Edinburgh’s

most spine-chilling stories and haunted

hotspots, perfect for those seeking a

thrilling adventure.

A City Built on Shadows

Edinburgh’s history is a tapestry of

violence, plague, and political intrigue,

creating fertile ground for ghostly

legends. The city’s Old Town, a UNESCO

World Heritage Site, sits atop a volcanic

ridge, its narrow closes and wynds

hiding centuries of secrets. The 17th-

century plague outbreaks decimated the

population, leaving behind tales of

su�ering that linger in the city’s

collective memory.

Add to that the brutal executions at the

Mercat Cross and the religious

persecutions of the Covenanters, and it’s

no wonder Edinburgh is said to be

teeming with restless spirits.

https://visitscotland.travel/dark-history-of-edinburgh/
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The Ghosts of Edinburgh
Castle

Perched atop Castle Rock, Edinburgh

Castle dominates the city’s skyline and

its supernatural lore. This fortress, with

roots dating back to the 12th century,

has witnessed sieges, royal betrayals,

and executions. Visitors report eerie

experiences, from sudden drops in

temperature to ghostly apparitions.

One of the castle’s most famous spirits

is the , a young bagpiper who

vanished centuries ago while exploring a

secret tunnel beneath the castle. His

ghostly piping is said to echo through

the halls, a haunting melody that sends

shivers down the spine.

Lone Piper

Another spectral resident is 

, burned at the

stake in 1537 on charges of witchcraft.

Her anguished spirit is believed to

wander the castle, a reminder of the

injustices of her time. Brave travelers

can join a night tour of the castle, where

�ickering lanterns and creaking �oors

amplify the eerie atmosphere.

Janet

Douglas, Lady Glamis

The Haunted Closes of the
Royal Mile

The Royal Mile, Edinburgh’s historic

spine, is lined with narrow alleyways

known as closes, each with its own

ghostly tale. , buried

beneath the city after the plague, is one

of the most famous.

Mary King’s Close

Sealed o� in the 1640s, this

underground street was home to

families ravaged by disease. Visitors to

the Real Mary King’s Close tour report

sightings of a young girl, believed to be

Annie, a child abandoned during the

plague. Her sorrowful presence is so

vivid that visitors often leave toys and

trinkets to comfort her spirit.

Nearby, Crichton’s Close is haunted by

the ghost of a man in 17th-century

attire, while Marlin’s Wynd whispers with

the footsteps of unseen �gures. Guided

ghost tours through these closes o�er a

glimpse into Edinburgh’s grim past,

blending historical facts with spine-

chilling stories.

https://visitscotland.travel/dark-history-of-edinburgh/
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Greyfriars Kirkyard: A
Graveyard of Ghouls

No exploration of Edinburgh’s dark

history is complete without a visit to

Greyfriars Kirkyard, a 16th-century

cemetery with a reputation for

paranormal activity. The kirkyard is

infamous for the Mackenzie Poltergeist,

the restless spirit of Sir George

Mackenzie, a 17th-century lawyer

responsible for the persecution of the

Covenanters.

After his tomb was disturbed in 1999,

visitors reported scratches, bruises, and

even fainting spells near his mausoleum.

Nighttime ghost tours here are not for

the faint-hearted, as the poltergeist is

said to be particularly active after dark.

The kirkyard is also home to the loyal

spirit of Greyfriars Bobby, a Skye Terrier

who guarded his master’s grave for 14

years. While Bobby’s story is

heartwarming, the eerie atmosphere of

the cemetery ensures that even his tale

takes on a ghostly hue.

The South Bridge Vaults: A
Subterranean Nightmare

Beneath the bustling South Bridge lies a

network of vaults that once housed

Edinburgh’s poorest citizens, as well as

illicit activities like smuggling and body-

snatching.

These damp, claustrophobic chambers

are a hotbed of paranormal activity.

Visitors to the South Bridge Vaults

report hearing disembodied voices,

feeling unseen hands, and encountering

the malevolent presence of Mr. Boots, a

sinister spirit named for the sound of his

heavy footsteps. Guided tours through

the vaults o�er a chilling glimpse into

the lives—and afterlives—of those who

once dwelled there.

Practical Tips for Ghostly
Explorations

For travelers eager to delve into

Edinburgh’s haunted history, here are

some tips to make the most of your

spooky adventure:

https://visitscotland.travel/dark-history-of-edinburgh/


Scottish Ghost Stories | The Dark History
of Edinburgh

Scottish Ghost Stories | The Dark History of Edinburgh

 Join a Guided Tour: Companies like

Mercat Tours and City of the Dead

o�er expert-led ghost tours that

blend history and horror. Book in

advance, especially during peak

seasons like Halloween or the

Edinburgh Festival in August.

 Visit at Night: The city’s eerie

atmosphere is ampli�ed after dark.

Night tours of Edinburgh Castle,

Greyfriars Kirkyard, or the South

Bridge Vaults are particularly

immersive.

 Dress for the Weather: Edinburgh’s

weather can be unpredictable, so

bring layers and comfortable shoes

for walking on uneven

cobblestones.

 Stay Respectful: Many of these sites

are tied to real tragedies. Be

mindful of the history and avoid

disturbing sacred spaces like

graves.

 Where to Stay: Consider booking a

room at a historic hotel like The

Witchery by the Castle, a gothic-

style inn rumored to have its own

ghostly residents.

A Haunting Conclusion

Edinburgh’s dark history is more than

just ghost stories—it’s a window into the

city’s soul, where every stone and

shadow holds a tale of sorrow or

suspense. Whether you’re a skeptic or a

believer, exploring the haunted corners

of this ancient city is an unforgettable

experience. From the spectral piper of

Edinburgh Castle to the tormented souls

of the South Bridge Vaults, the ghosts of

Edinburgh invite you to step into their

world—if you dare.

So, pack your courage and a �ashlight,

and let Edinburgh’s dark history guide

you through a city where the past is

never truly gone. For more information

on tours and attractions.

https://visitscotland.travel/dark-history-of-edinburgh/
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Nestled beneath the
vibrant Royal Mile in
Edinburgh’s Old Town,
Mary King’s Close is a
subterranean world
frozen in time, where
history and hauntings
converge to create an
unforgettable
experience.
This hidden street, named after a
prominent merchant’s daughter from
the 1630s, was once a bustling hub of
life, �lled with homes and businesses
typical of the city’s narrow closes.

The devastating plague of 1645 swept

through, leaving tragedy in its wake, and

by the 18th century, the close was

partially demolished and sealed beneath

the City Chambers.

Preserved in its 17th-century state, the

close’s claustrophobic rooms, steep

stairways, and eerie atmosphere make it

a time capsule of Edinburgh’s grim past.

Its abandonment and connection to

plague victims have cemented its

reputation as one of the city’s most

haunted sites, drawing travelers eager

to uncover its secrets.

Ghostly Tales: Annie
The ghostly tales of Mary King’s Close

add a chilling layer to its historical allure.

Visitors frequently report unexplained

sensations, from sudden chills to

disembodied voices echoing in the

darkness.

The most poignant spirit is Annie, a

young girl believed to have perished

during the plague. In 1992, a psychic

sensed Annie’s presence, describing a

child abandoned by her family to die

alone. Since then, visitors have left toys,

dolls, and sweets in Annie’s room as

o�erings to comfort her restless spirit.

https://visitscotland.travel/mary-kings-close/
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The sight of this makeshift shrine, piled

high with tokens, evokes a powerful

emotional response. Other spectral

encounters include sightings of a

shadowy �gure in period clothing and

the sound of footsteps in empty

chambers. The close’s oppressive, damp

environment heightens these eerie

experiences, making it a magnet for

ghost hunters and curious explorers

alike.

Guided Tour
Visiting Mary King’s Close is only possible

through a guided tour with The Real

Mary King’s Close, a captivating

experience that blends history,

storytelling, and subtle theatricality.

Costumed guides, dressed as 17th-

century residents like plague cleaners or

merchants, lead you through the

underground passages, bringing the

close’s past to life with vivid narratives.

The tour reveals the harsh realities of

life in 17th-century Edinburgh, from

overcrowded tenements to the plague’s

brutal toll, as you explore preserved

rooms, including a merchant’s house

and a recreated plague-stricken home.

While not overtly a ghost tour, guides

weave in chilling tales of Annie and

other spirits, often sharing eerie

accounts from past visitors.

The hour-long tour involves navigating

steep, uneven stairs, which may

challenge those with mobility issues, and

photography is prohibited to preserve

the site’s atmosphere. For a deeper

experience, special o�erings like After

Hours Tours provide a spookier vibe,

while rare Photography Tours allow you

to capture the close’s haunting beauty

on select dates.

Planning a visit to Mary King’s Close

requires some forethought to make the

most of this unique attraction. Tours are

in high demand, particularly during peak

seasons like summer or Halloween, so

booking in advance through the o�cial

website is essential.

https://visitscotland.travel/mary-kings-close/


Edinburgh's HIDDEN Streets - The Real
Mary King's Close

Edinburgh's HIDDEN Streets - The Real Mary King's Close

Royal Mile
The entrance lies at 2 Warriston’s Close,

just o� the Royal Mile near St. Giles’

Cathedral, making it easy to �nd. As of

2025, adult tickets cost around £21, with

discounts for children, students, and

seniors, though checking the website for

current pricing is wise.

Tours run daily from morning to

evening, with extended hours during

festivals, and evening visits amplify the

spooky atmosphere. Comfortable shoes

are a must for the uneven terrain, and a

light jacket is recommended for the

chilly, damp chambers. Visitors should

approach the close with respect, as its

stories are tied to real human tragedies,

particularly when leaving o�erings for

Annie.

Mary King’s Close is more than a

haunted attraction—it’s a portal to

Edinburgh’s soul, where the lives of

ordinary people, from merchants to

plague victims, are etched into the very

stones.

The blend of historical authenticity and

supernatural intrigue creates a

compelling experience that lingers long

after you resurface. For a full day of

exploring Edinburgh’s dark history, pair

your visit with nearby haunted sites like

 or the 

.

Greyfriars Kirkyard South Bridge

Vaults

https://visitscotland.travel/mary-kings-close/
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The South Bridge
Vaults, a dark and
dripping labyrinth
beneath Edinburgh’s
Old Town, are not only
a hotspot for ghostly
tales but also a chilling
relic of the city’s body-
snatching era.

In the 18th and 19th centuries, these
subterranean chambers, built under
the South Bridge in 1788, became a
shadowy stage for one of the most
macabre trades in history: body-
snatching.

This grim practice, driven by the

demands of medical science and fueled

by desperation, left an indelible mark on

Edinburgh’s history, particularly in the

vaults, where illicit activities thrived.

Exploring the history of body-snatching

reveals a dark chapter of the city’s past,

intertwined with the eerie atmosphere

of the vaults.

Resurrectionism
Body-snatching, or “resurrectionism,”

emerged in Britain during the 18th

century as medical schools �ourished,

particularly in Edinburgh, a leading

center for anatomical study.

https://visitscotland.travel/burke-and-hare/
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By the early 1800s, the city’s universities

and surgeons required a steady supply

of cadavers for dissection to train

doctors and advance medical

knowledge. However, legal sources were

scarce—only executed criminals’ bodies

were permitted for dissection under the

1752 Murder Act, and demand far

outstripped supply.

This scarcity birthed a lucrative black

market, where body-snatchers, known

as “resurrection men,” exhumed freshly

buried corpses from graveyards and

sold them to anatomists for prices

ranging from £2 to £10 (roughly £200-

£1,000 today). The South Bridge Vaults,

with their secluded, damp chambers,

were an ideal hideout for storing bodies

or conducting clandestine transactions,

shielded from prying eyes.

The trade was grim and dangerous.

Body-snatchers operated at night,

targeting fresh graves to avoid decayed

remains, using wooden shovels to

minimize noise and working in teams to

quickly extract corpses. They stripped

bodies of shrouds to avoid theft

charges, as stealing a corpse wasn’t

technically illegal, but taking grave goods

was. Edinburgh’s graveyards, like

, became

battlegrounds, with families installing

iron cages (mort-safes) or hiring

watchmen to protect their loved ones’

remains.

Greyfriars Kirkyard

The South Bridge Vaults, already home

to the city’s poorest and most

desperate, provided a perfect cover for

this illicit trade. Smugglers, thieves, and

body-snatchers mingled in the unlit

chambers, where the damp, cavernous

spaces could conceal bodies until they

were delivered to surgeons’ tables in the

nearby medical quarter.

https://visitscotland.travel/burke-and-hare/
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Burke and Hare
The most infamous �gures in

Edinburgh’s body-snatching history are

William Burke and William Hare, whose

activities in 1827-1828 escalated the

trade into outright murder.

Operating near the South Bridge, the

pair began by selling the body of a

deceased lodger in Hare’s boarding

house to Dr. Robert Knox, a prominent

anatomist. Realizing the pro�t, they

turned to luring vulnerable people—

often from Edinburgh’s slums—to their

deaths, killing at least 16 victims by

smothering them to avoid visible

wounds.

The South Bridge Vaults, with their

proximity to the city’s underbelly, were

likely a storage point for some of these

bodies before delivery to Knox’s

dissection rooms. Their crimes,

uncovered in 1828, shocked the city and

led to Burke’s execution and Hare’s

escape into obscurity. The scandal

exposed the ethical failures of the

medical establishment, which often

turned a blind eye to the bodies’ origins.

The Burke and Hare murders were a

turning point, fueling public outrage and

hastening legal reform. The Anatomy Act

of 1832 ended the body-snatching era

by allowing unclaimed bodies from

workhouses and hospitals to be used for

dissection, reducing the need for illegal

exhumations.

https://visitscotland.travel/burke-and-hare/
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Tours
The South Bridge Vaults, abandoned by

the mid-19th century, fell into obscurity,

their role in the trade forgotten until

their rediscovery in the 1980s. Today,

guided tours through the vaults, o�ered

by operators like Mercat Tours, recount

these gruesome tales, with guides

describing how the chambers’ darkness

hid body-snatchers’ grim work. Visitors

may feel the weight of this history in the

vaults’ oppressive atmosphere, where

the ghost of a �gure like “Mr. Boots” is

sometimes linked to the era’s sinister

dealings.

Visiting the South Bridge Vaults o�ers a

visceral connection to this macabre

history. Tours, lasting about an hour,

navigate the damp, uneven chambers,

blending stories of body-snatching with

the vaults’ broader past. As of 2025,

tickets cost around £16-£20, and

booking ahead via sites like

mercattours.com is advised, especially

during peak seasons like Halloween.

The vaults’ role in body-snatching adds a

chilling layer to their allure, making

them a must-visit for those exploring

Edinburgh’s dark side. Pair a tour with a

visit to the Surgeons’ Hall Museums,

which display artifacts from the era,

including Burke’s death mask.

https://visitscotland.travel/burke-and-hare/
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In the early 18th
century, in the shadow
of Edinburgh’s old
town, lived a young
woman named
Margaret (Maggie)
Dickson.
She was a �shwife and oyster-seller
who worked along the shores of the
Firth of Forth, and later in the
Grassmarket, hawking her wares with
a sharp tongue and a ready laugh. Life
was hard, but Maggie was tougher.

In 1723 or 1724 (accounts vary slightly),

Maggie’s husband, a �sherman,

abandoned her and their child to seek

work elsewhere.

Left destitute, Maggie found

employment at an inn in Kelso, near the

English border. There, she began a

secret a�air with the innkeeper’s son.

When she became pregnant, she

concealed the pregnancy—partly out of

shame, partly because the child was

illegitimate, and under Scotland’s harsh

1690 Concealment of Pregnancy Act,

hiding a pregnancy that ended in the

child’s death was punishable by death

itself.

Tragically, the baby was born

prematurely and died within days (some

say hours). Terri�ed and alone, Maggie

placed the tiny body on the banks of the

River Tweed, hoping it would be found

and given a proper burial. Instead, the

corpse was discovered and traced back

to her. She was arrested, tried in

Edinburgh, and on 2 September 1724,

sentenced to hang in the Grassmarket.

https://visitscotland.travel/maggie-dickson-half-hangit-maggie/
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Directory: Maggie
Dicksons, Grassmarket
Nestled in the heart of Edinburgh’s

vibrant Grassmarket, Maggie Dickson’s is

a historic and lively pub that proudly

embodies the legendary tale of “Half-

Hangit” Maggie Dickson—the resilient

18th-century �shwife who miraculously

survived her own execution in 1724.

Opened in homage to her enduring

spirit of survival and de�ance, the pub

stands as a modern tribute on the very

site where Maggie once sold oysters and

faced her fate, transforming a grim

chapter of Scottish history into a beacon

of celebration and camaraderie.

The Execution
On the appointed day, a huge crowd

gathered to watch the execution. Maggie

was only about 22–23 years old. She

stood on the gallows, prayed aloud, and

declared her innocence of murder

(though she admitted concealing the

pregnancy). The rope was placed around

her neck, the trapdoor dropped, and she

dangled until pronounced dead.

Her body was cut down and placed in a

co�n. By law, she belonged to the

Crown, but her family and friends

begged to take her home for a Christian

burial in Musselburgh. After some

haggling (and probably a bribe), the

authorities agreed. The co�n was

loaded onto a cart and the mournful

procession set o� eastward along the

road to Musselburgh.

https://visitscotland.travel/maggie-dickson-half-hangit-maggie/
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About halfway, near the village of

Pe�ermill, the mourners stopped at a

pub for refreshment. While they drank, a

strange knocking and groaning came

from inside the co�n. The lid was pried

open—and Maggie Dickson sat up, very

much alive.

The hanging had failed. Whether the

rope was too long, her neck too slender,

or the drop too short, she had been only

half-hanged—comatose, but not dead.

Panic and celebration broke out

simultaneously. Word raced back to

Edinburgh. The authorities were furious:

could they hang her again? Legally,

Maggie had already been executed; the

sentence had been carried out. An old

Scots legal maxim held that “the law can

only kill you once.” After much debate

(and probably some relief that they

didn’t have to face another rioting

crowd), the Lord Provost decided she

was free to go. Maggie had, in e�ect,

survived her own execution.

She returned to Musselburgh a celebrity.

People �ocked to see “Half-Hangit

Maggie.” She remarried (some say her

original husband came crawling back),

opened a pub called “The Maggie

Dickson” in the Grassmarket, bore more

children, and lived another forty years,

dying peacefully around 1765–70.

Her story became legend. Ballads were

written, taverns named after her (one

still stands today on Edinburgh’s

Grassmarket with a sign showing her

rising from the co�n), and to this day,

the phrase “Half-Hangit Maggie” is used

in Scotland for someone who narrowly

escapes disaster.

And so the �shwife who couldn’t quite

be killed walked free—proof, perhaps,

that some people are just too stubborn

to die.
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