
BRAM STOKER AND CRUDEN BAY
THE SCOTTISH ORIGINS OF DRACULA

A tall, broad-shouldered figure in a black cloak crouches by the sandy 
shoreline; he stares across at the wave-lashed Scaurs, black, unyielding rocks 
in the North Sea…

This was Bram Stoker, creator of the world’s most famous vampire, Dracula, 
and, for a few months each summer, resident in the old village of Port Erroll 
at Cruden Bay.  Although respected and loved by the community, the Irish 
author and theatre manager did sometimes act very strangely when writing 
his Gothic tale of the blood-sucking Count.  His wife Florence and son Noel 
would avoid him when he was “acting up”, but it was no surprise when we 
discover his employer was Henry Irving, the foremost actor of his day and 
perhaps, the inventor of “method acting”.  Irving would seek to feel the actual 
emotions of his characters so as to give an authentic performance. It would 
therefore seem this had rubbed off on Stoker who stomped about the cliffs 
near Cruden Bay and Whinnyfold, trying to feel like his vampiric creation.
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Although Whitby, North Yorkshire, has been closely associated with Dracula 
for decades, as it appears in the novel and many film interpretations, it was to 
this remote fishing village in North-East Scotland that Bram Stoker came to 
find inspiration for his Gothic masterpiece.   Cruden Bay also symbolised a 
retreat from Stoker’s responsibilities as the business manager of the 
illustrious Lyceum Theatre in London, the latter owned by the 
aforementioned Henry Irving.  Stoker had a very specific remit, his proposed 
bolthole had to be on the east coast, in the north of Scotland, and, having 
consulted many Ordnance Survey and geological maps, be somewhere 
between Peterhead and Aberdeen.  He took a train from London in the 
summer of 1892 (according to a later article by the local newspaper, Buchan 
Observer), and started walking from Peterhead along the coast.

Despite being a very sickly youth in his native Dublin, Stoker had become a 
sportsman; at over six feet in height and well-built, he was an imposing sight.  
He had already published two books before he came to Scotland, but had a 
long-standing interest in Gothic literature through his friendship with fellow 
Irishman, Sheridan Le Fanu, famous for his own female vampire Carmilla.  
Cruden Bay, it turned out, was exactly what Stoker was looking for.  He 
telegraphed Florence and Noel to join him immediately, and thus the 
legendary association began.
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slowly upstairs to the hall.  “What have you done, father? What have you 
done?” he cried.  Alexander Fraser did not speak, knowing his selfish adher-
ence to social convention had caused Isobel’s death.  He did not speak for 
many months after.  Still today the rocks below the Wine Tower are bright red, 
repainted by the lighthouse keepers who inhabited the castle long after the 
family had died out, in memory of poor Isobel Fraser and her beloved piper.

Of course, this is a legend; Alexander Fraser had three daughters, none 
named Isobel, and all married to local noblemen.  He was favoured by James 
VI, who gave him the right to build a free port and burgh around the old 
fishing village of Faithlie, which became Fraserburgh.  The Wine Tower was 
used for many things, including a chapel for Lady Fraser, who was a Catholic, 
and had to worship in secret.  

Yet folk still say they can hear pipes playing on a stormy night and Isobel’s 
ghost has reputedly been seen leaping from the Wine Tower.  The Scottish 
Museum of Lighthouses now owns the tower, which is next to the old castle, 
one of the earliest lighthouses on the Moray coast, operational from 1786.  The 
Wine Tower is occasionally open for tours, but you can still see where the rocks 
have been painted red in memory of this enduring tale of star-crossed lovers.

The Kilmarnock Arms Hotel, then owned by James Cruickshank, still has the 
visitors’ book containing the Stokers’ signatures, which helped trace their 
visits during the period 1892-1910.  Stoker latterly stayed at two different 
cottages in the village, Crooked Lum Cottage, owned by Isy Cay, and Hilton 
Cottage, which belonged to the hotel.  It was at Hilton Stoker had a view from 
the garden of the imposing Slains Castle, seat of the Hays of Erroll.  Stoker 
would sit in there every day and write at a small table with the castle in sight.  
It is no surprise that he was influenced by it.

The evidence for this influence appears early in Dracula when Jonathan 
Harker meets the Count for the first time and is escorted into an octagonal 
room.  Slains has an identical room which still exists today and served as a 
reception hall with doors leading out to the rest of the property.  Local 
resident Mike Shepherd, while researching Stoker’s love affair with Cruden 
Bay, was sent a photograph from the present-day Hay family, showing the 
“octagonal hall” in 1900.  The written description in Dracula fitted perfectly.  
Thus it is very likely Stoker, who mixed with the cream of London society in 
his work, had been invited to visit Slains by the Earl of Erroll, and had seen 
the room and used it as the template for Dracula’s entrance hall.

By the time Isobel came home, Sandy had been seized by a dozen sturdy men 
and bound in chains.  He was led to the Selchie Hole, a coastal cave which 
flooded at high tide.  The cave stood below the Wine Tower, which was the 
secret chapel of Lady Fraser, the laird’s wife, Magdalen.  

When Isobel entered her father’s room at the top of the house and asked what 
he wanted, she could see his eyes were full of anger.  “How dare you consort 
with that piper laddie! He is far beneath you, you’re a laird’s daughter, and yet 
I heard from your own mouth the acceptance of his offer of marriage! You 
have no right to bring such shame on the Fraser name!” Alexander roared.
Isobel was horrified.  “You followed me?”
“Yes, and it is as well I did, you would have left tomorrow and we would never 
have seen you again!” Alexander snapped.  “As it is, that is the last you will 
ever see of your poor lover, he has been dealt with!”
“What? What have you done to Sandy? Where is he?” Isobel demanded.
“Where he will meet his fate, now, you must forget about him, I will find you 
a suitable husband, some earl’s son at least, but never ever would I let you 
marry a commoner!” her father told her.

Isobel screamed in protest and ran before her father could rise.  She guessed 
at once where Sandy would be, the Selchie Hole, which would be full of water!  
But before she ever got outside, the servants stopped her.  Isobel howled that 
she would end her life if she could not see Sandy.  Her father was so furious 
he dragged her by the arm down to the Wine Tower. “You’ll see your 
husband-to-be in the morning!” Alexander exclaimed and locked her in.  
Isobel spent a dreadful night listening to the waves crash against the rocks, 
knowing that Sandy would be drowned by morning.  She wept piteously, 
praying that somehow he might escape.

The next day, the laird unbolted the tower door and pulled Isobel to her feet.  
“Come, see your lover’s fate!” he growled.  Standing in the cave with a huge 
lantern, Alexander indicated the sodden form of Sandy Tulloch, his chained 
body lying dead on the floor.  Isobel ran to him and flung her arms around his 
corpse.  She screamed and wept, vowing she would stay and drown herself now 
she had nothing to live for.  “Foolish madam, you will stay in the tower until 
you come to your senses!” Alexander told her and took her back to her prison.

Isobel realised that there was a wooden stair which led to the roof of the 
tower, and after her father had gone, she clambered up and found the hatch.  
Standing on the precarious flat roof which had no battlements to protect her, 
Isobel walked to the edge and looked out at the boiling sea which had taken 
Sandy’s life.  She clasped her hands, as if in prayer and said aloud: “Farewell, 
all of earth’s good.  Our bridal waits below the tide.”  Then Isobel ran over the 
edge, soaring into the air for a moment, then crashing down to her death on 
the rocks below, her blood splashing into the spray.

It was a few hours before one of Isobel’s brothers came to visit her, but before 
he even reached the tower, he saw her broken body at the base of the tower.  
He carried her back to the castle, tears streaming down his face.  He walked 
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Stoker was heavily influenced by the folklore of the area in the first book he 
wrote while in Cruden Bay.  This was The Watter’s Mou, a smuggling tale set 
in Port Erroll, using actual personalities as models for his characters, such as 
the local coastguard, whom Stoker befriended.  By the time Stoker wrote 
Dracula, he was well-versed in tales of supernatural happenings and the local 
Scots dialect.  Mike Shepherd discovered that Stoker referenced his fisher 
neighbours by putting a Doric phrase into the mouth of a Whitby fisherman 
in Dracula, namely “Dinna fash,” i.e. don’t worry.  This is not a Yorkshire 
phrase, and used almost exclusively in Aberdeenshire, thus Stoker clearly 
wanted to demonstrate the book’s origins.

Bram Stoker loved Port Erroll, and found the fisherfolk “authentic”, according 
to his great-grandnephew, Dacre Stoker, a Canadian sports coach.  Dacre 
suggested that the London elite with whom his ancestor mixed were 
somewhat superficial, but the Scots had no pretentions, which Bram loved.  
Taking part in local events such as fundraising fêtes, horticultural shows etc, 
the Stoker family were generously accepted by the communities of Port Erroll 
and Peterhead.  Even after Bram died, Florence contributed a recipe for 
“Dracula Salad” to a cookbook published by the local Women’s Rural Institute.
  
Thus, Slains Castle, the fisherfolk, the folklore and the landscape served to 
inspire Bram Stoker to create his vampire nobleman, and to write nine other 
books, some also with Gothic overtones such as The Lair of the White Worm 
and The Mystery of the Sea.  Dracula has inspired filmmakers, writers and 
actors to this very day; in 2019, local theatre and circus skills group Modo, 
based in Peterhead, created a performance piece entitled Doricula, using a 
script written in Scots by author Robert Stephen (already known for his Scots 
edition of Aesop’s Fables), performed at Slains.  To hear “Dracula” speak in 
Scots was a confirmation of the area’s influence on the character and the 
book’s landscape.

Slains Castle, though now a ruin, is exactly what the visitor would expect, a 
crumbling Gothic ruin above treacherous cliffs, battered with sea spray.  The 
Kilmarnock Arms still operates to this day; anyone can come and experience 
Stoker’s Cruden Bay for themselves.  
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