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INTRODUCTION

When | was about 14, my friend David Adams related an
incident that had happened to his father. He had bought a
KFC bucket before entering the cinema to watch a film. As
the lights dimmed, he took out a piece of chicken and bit into
it. Immediately, something oozed down his chin. He ran into
the Gents and looked in the mirror, seeing blood running from
his mouth. When he inspected the ‘chicken’ he was eating, he
realised it was a battered rat! | couldn’t believe it when | read
Alex Garland’s The Beach, where the main character describes
the existence of the beach as a ‘Kentucky Fried Rat story’,
meaning it was an urban legend, and then proceeds to tell a
story similar to the one told to me by my friend David. | was
amazed, as | always believed this had really happened to my
friend’s father. When | searched the Internet, | found out that it
was a story that was told all over the world. From that moment
on | was fascinated by urban legends.

Urban legends (ULs) are tales of modern folklore that can be
passed on through traditional methods such as word of mouth
or by modern methods such as e-mail, faxes, and the Internet.
It is not known how the term ‘urban legend’ was coined, but
folklorists have been collecting and studying them for over fifty
years. Variations of the same UL can be heard in many different
countries, spontaneously spreading like a virus and often
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Urban Legends Uncovered

adapting themselves to the environment they are told in, with
details being localised by the storyteller. ULs often play on the
fears, beliefs and anxieties of a particular period or moment in
time, and over the years the legends adjust to reflect the themes
of the new era and make them more believable. For example,
The Vanishing Hitch-hiker (file HR4704 on the website that
accompanies this book) is a classic and one of the oldest ULs.
In the story, the mode of transport has changed over the years
to adapt with the times; from horseback and horse and chariot
in the early legends, to the horse and wagon, and eventually
to a car in modern versions. If the modern story stuck to the
horse and wagon as the mode of transport it simply would not
be relevant enough to sustain interest in this day and age.

Because ULs are frequently a sign of the times, they often
contain morals or lessons that are embedded within the tale. It
may be possible to use the influence of ULs as a manipulation
and propaganda tool for political motives, a clever marketing
ploy or for more sinister gains. This is an area that | hope to tap
into and in which to uncover some truths.

What intrigues me most is how and where the legends originate
from, and how they are spread. These are the questions that
will be at the heart of my investigation.

The answers to these questions are not as straightforward as you
may think, since the teller normally believes the legend to be totally
true. The teller will probably say that he/she has heard the story from
someone they know (i.e. a friend or relative), and if you asked the
friend/relative about the story, they would probably tell you it has
actually happened to someone they know. The same pattern will
repeat itself again and again, leading to a dead end at every turn and
the investigator around the bend. When my friend David recently
asked his father about the Kentucky Fried Rat story, his father told
him that it had actually happened to an old work colleague of his that
he is no longer in contact with. | am sure that if | managed to contact

14



Introduction

this man, he would tell me that it had actually happened to a friend or
relative of his, and so it would go on. It is this complicated network
of connections that led the author Rodney Dale to coin the term ‘a
friend of a friend’ (FOAF) in his book The Tumour in the Whale.

Tracing the origins of the legends can therefore be a frustrating
business, even more so because the legends have a habit of
mutating over the years, and so may have originally recounted
a totally different set of events to which they do now. Not all
ULs are an impressive work of fiction; some are true and others
contain an element of truth. Sometimes the border between
fiction and reality is blurred so much it is impossible to tell one
from the other. As they (don’t ask me who) say, the truth can be
stranger than fiction.

This brings me nicely to the hotly-debated question ‘How can
a UL be true if it is just a legend? There are convincing opinions
on both sides of this argument but | believe that ULs are a unique
class of legend which must not be confused with ‘ordinary’ (and
overtly fictional) legends. Whether the tale is true or not has no
relevance to its classification as a UL. The main difference between
ordinary legends and ULs is the method and speed at which a UL
circulates to a wide audience, being told and retold, often with
small variations (such as being localised) as it is passed from one
person to another like in the game Chinese Whispers.

In my investigation | have only identified a UL to be true if |
believe that the origin can clearly be defined and there is enough
evidence based on my research to support this. If the legend’s
origins cannot be clearly defined and there is not enough evidence
to say if the UL is either true or false, | have given a verdict of
‘Undecided’. Where possible | have clearly stated the origins of
the legend. A false verdict is only given when there is enough
evidence to suggest that the UL cannot possibly be true.

ULs can cover every subject imaginable and, like jokes, seem
to arrive on the scene immediately after an important event has
happened. Moreover, ULs are thriving with the use of modern
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technology. The spread of the legends, which used to be reliant
on the word of mouth method, has now accelerated thanks to
faxes, e-mail and the Internet. This gives the legends an instant
global audience. The flip side is that the new technology is very
vulnerable to hoaxes. ULs in particular have fed on the fear of
computer viruses, spreading worldwide panic over something
that is nothing more than a joke.

If you thought this was going to be a nice bedtime story you
could read while sipping your hot cocoa in bed, you are in for a
shock. Wake up and smell the coffee. You are now part of this
investigation. So, sharpen your mind and be prepared to think.

This is how it will work. The ULs are split up into different
categories, which | have chosen from across a wide spectrum
to give an insight into the fascinating and varied world of ULs.
These are the ULs that have made me sit up and take notice and
which | think best represent their particular category. Each UL
investigation will contain at least one version of the story. The
ULs have been gathered from a wide range of sources over the
last four years including books, the Internet, newspaper cuttings,
and straight out of my inbox from e-mails that | have received.

The journey starts with the Classic Horror category. You will
recognise many of these ULs and they will probably feature
in your DVD collection (unless your collection consists solely
of Disney films), as they are the staple diet of any respectable
slasher/horror Hollywood movie (and some not so respectable).
Such films include the Scream series, the Urban Legend films and
Candyman, to name just a few.

Other categories under the spotlight include Crime, Animals
and Pests, Comic Relief, Food and Drink, and Around the World.
| also look at the UL phenomenon of Netlore. This category
has special relevance to this investigation as it demonstrates
the fusion of ULs and the Internet, providing an unsettling
look at how reputations can be destroyed or tainted, and how
businesses and governments can be manipulated and brought to

16



Introduction

their knees with one click of a mouse button. Not only is this the
age of information, it is also the age of misinformation.

Another vital but controversial category is 9/11. In these
times of uncertainty and paranoia, ULs are used as a balancing
force to try and make sense of an inconceivable situation. More
disturbingly, they can be used as propaganda either to justify acts
in the war against terror or as a smokescreen designed to cause
confusion and blur the lines between fact and fiction.

www.project2067.com is the official website for this book
and has been created to give you a more interactive experience,
containing selected ULs from this book as well as a Special
Features section where you will find additional ULs. Each UL in
this book has been assigned a unique code, which can be used
as a shortcut to access that particular UL on the website. There
you will find further information on these ULs, such as different
versions of the story, different endings, and different theories
about the tale’s origin. Not only will you be able to send in your
own findings, arguments and opinions, you will also be able to
view what other readers have sent in.

Do you know a different version, and where and when did you
first hear it? More importantly, do you know any arguments on
the origins and theories behind the ULs? Do you know if they
are true or false, and if they are false, why were they started and
how? With your help, | will uncover the shroud of mystery that
surrounds the purpose and origins of these legends.

Now, | know what you are thinking. Why should you bother
to help me? Well, if you had no knowledge of ULs beforehand,
| am sure you will become as intrigued by the subject as | was
when [ first came across them, so jump on board for the journey
and | will take you to some interesting and far out places en
route. Let’s go ‘smoke’ some urban legends.
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CATEGORY:
CLASSIC HORROR

| consider this category the bread and butter of ULs. These tales
offer horror in its simplest and purest form, delivered straight
to the heart like an adrenalin rush. They form the backbone to
most modern horror stories, and today’s slasher/horror films are
heavily dependent on and influenced by these gruesome tales.
They survive the hands of time for one simple reason; they make
good storytelling. A cub scout campfire would be meaningless
without at least one of these ULs being told while heating
marshmallows over the open flames. Then after the campfire, in
the tent with your friends, huddled into your sleeping bag once
the darkness of night has settled in, you lay awake, replaying the
stories like an old B-movie in your mind. Dark shadows slipping
over the tent, the hoot of an owl followed by scuffling noises
from the nearby wood... Are those footsteps you can hear? Is
that a hook you can make out from the shadows crawling across
the canopy?

After reading the Bloody Mary story | dare you (no, no — | double-
dare you) to say the name five times while looking in a mirror. You
know the story isn’t true, but bogeymen do exist, and are lurking
somewhere in the back of your mind. ULs tap into this basic fear
and exploit it, and that is what makes them so effective.

So without further delay, let’s move on. Best not be late, for
you have a date with the bogeyman...
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The Legend: Version 1

As a girl is driving back home along a dark country lane after a
night out with the girls in Bracknell, Berkshire (England), she
comes across a dog lying in the middle of the road. Being an
animal lover, she immediately stops and dashes over to the dog
to see if it is dead or just injured. Whilst approaching the dog,
the headlights of a car appear in the distance behind her. After
a quick examination of the creature she realises it is dead and
moves the body to the side of the road.

By now the other car is near, so she rushes back to her car
and pulls away swiftly. As soon as she does this, the car behind
accelerates so that it is right up behind her. The girl looks in
her rear-view mirror to see the male driver making hand
gestures of some kind at her. He then starts beeping his horn
and continuously flashing his lights. By now the girl is petrified
and accelerates even more to try and shake off the nutter. The
pursuer keeps up, still flashing his lights and beeping his horn.

This pursuit carries on for another couple of miles before the
girl finally reaches home, and speedily pulls up onto her drive.
She immediately rushes into her house; double-locks the door
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