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INTRODUCTION


Down the centuries folklore has mirrored the diverse peoples who have inhabited the island of Britain. This mirror may have been a distorting one, yet from the Green Man to Gremlins it has preserved something of the moeurs of those whose everyday life was too mundane for other than fleeting notice in the chronicles of their day. The dictionary definition of the word folklore is ‘traditional beliefs, customs, etc. of the people’, which perfectly describes the content of this Companion. Recently, investigation into the origins and influences of scripture, legends and folk customs has produced a number of books that have achieved popularity on account of their new and often startling perspectives of accepted history. In compiling this book regard was paid to the parable of the scientist who dissected a rose so completely that he laid bare every element of its composition – but he no longer had a rose.


The richness of British folklore evolved as different peoples crossed the Channel, bringing with them new gods who had their turn of ascendancy before being downgraded to legendary heroes and villains. Thus Gwyn-ap-Nudd, the Celtic god of the underworld, became a fairy king under a hill, and though mighty Woden still has his day in our week he was transformed into a mere huntsman, albeit a terrifying one. The megaliths and stone circles scattered so profusely across Britain are our earliest existing monuments to folk belief. It is not known why Neolithic people went to such immense effort to raise them, though later folk-tales evolved offering imaginative explanations. During the second millennium BC the Beaker People, whose name is derived from the type of drinking vessels they used, entered Britain. They settled first in the east and then spread into the southern and western regions, where they gradually defeated and absorbed the Neolithic natives. While they slowly made the transition into the Bronze Age, work on sacred sites continued and it was during this period that Stonehenge was finally completed.


Around the middle of the first millennium BC came the Celts, with iron weapons greatly superior to those made of bronze. Bringing their own pantheon of gods, they ignored the standing stones of the folk they conquered. Their priests were Druids, who did not build temples but conducted their rites in sacred groves. The earliest known British legends date back to Celtic times. Because the Druids left no written records very little is known about their culture, which ended with the arrival of the Romans.


During the Roman occupation Christianity was introduced into Britain and church folklore began. But the withdrawal of the legions from Britain in AD 410 signalled the end of the Christian era as the island was left without organized defence against invading pagans. Yet it was at this chaotic time that Arthur, the greatest hero in British legend, was credited with stemming the Saxon tide. Tales of the king and his Knights of the Round  Table have remained popular ever since Thomas Malory collected the different accounts and melded them into his Le Morte d’Arthur. Printed by Caxton in 1485, it became the first modern-style bestseller. Even today, novels based on the Arthurian Cycle are still to be found on bestseller lists, and such is the enduring fascination with Arthur that whether his story is portrayed in a poem, book, film or even as a musical it almost always achieves success.


When Christianity returned to Britain with the arrival of Columba from Ireland in AD 563 and Augustine from Rome in AD 596, new folk-tales were created, inspired by the miracles performed by saints who out-magicked the pagan priests and their deities. With the saints the Devil too came into his own in legend, though, as in the stories of giants and dragons, he was usually defeated by those on the side of Good, that is to say Christian priests and missionaries.


While Old Nick was playing his tricks and being outsmarted by saints and old ladies, fairies danced on village greens by moonlight and lived in ambivalent contact with mortals. It was not until the sixteenth century that witchcraft began to be feared. Until then witches were ‘Cunning Men’ and ‘Wise Women’ with knowledge of herbal remedies and old  pagan lore, but witchcraft was made a felony in 1542 and the Elizabethan Witchcraft Act of 1563 made causing death by witchcraft a capital offence; subsequently witches became widely feared as practitioners of evil. This fear climaxed with the witch mania of the seventeenth century.


Witchcraft went out of fashion with the advent of the Age of Reason, coupled with the population shift to towns and cities. Yet while witches were banished to the realm of nursery tales and fairies did not follow mortals into urban regions, the human need for the marvellous remained. This manifested itself in a burgeoning fascination with the supernatural. A plethora of paranormal accounts – as satisfactorily dramatic as the old tales – became widely available to a newly literate public, encouraged by authors such as Mrs Catherine Crowe who wrote The Night Side of Nature. Abroad, Britain’s ‘gothick’ reputation became so strong that just as we traditionally begin ‘Once upon a time’, in Italy a ghost story was usually introduced with the words ‘C’era una volta un Castello in Conovaglia . . .’ (‘There was once a castle in Cornwall . . .’). If the surveys are to be believed, belief in supernatural phenomena remains the strongest aspect of contemporary folklore and it has been estimated that Britain’s ghostly population is in the region of ten thousand.


Alongside legends involving uncanny events and fantastical creatures we have a rich tradition of real people who have acquired mantles of myth, ranging from Lady Godiva to Dick Whittington. This suggests that buried in the traditional tale is a seed of truth, no matter how distorted it became with constant retelling. The fact we are now in the Age of Technology does not mean that folklore is extinct. In the twentieth century new examples emerged, ranging from the Angels of Mons to crop circles. Before long there is sure to be a haunted website.


What is surprising is the number of customs that still survive. Hardly a week passes without some ceremony, ritual or festival taking place that dates back centuries. To watch Morris dancing, experience a folk custom such as the Haxey Hood Game or take part in a pilgrimage to a sacred site is to experience a tenuous link with the past and its mysteries.


Today the material in these pages is mostly regarded as fiction, although it was reality to  the generations who populated the past. Therefore, to avoid tedious repetition of provisos like ‘it was believed’ or ‘according to tradition’ readers are asked to suspend their disbelief when reading these myths. Here, saints do cast out demons and witches do cry ‘Horse and Hattock’ to become airborne. Nor are we concerned with the question of whether characters such as Merlin or Robin Hood ever truly existed. What is important is that people believed they did.


Of the numerous traditions and legends that developed in Britain most have a number of versions and it is the most generally accepted that have been chosen for inclusion. It has been the task of the Companion to cover its subject as broadly as possible but not every facet can be included – after all, it took Sir Thomas Malory nearly 400,000 words to tell the story of King Arthur and his knights. Some entries have been written at length in the hope of conveying the flavour of a legend or in describing a latter-day myth which, because of its closeness to our own time, is richer in detail than older folk-tales.


The entries in this Companion are arranged in alphabetical order with cross-references denoted by words printed in capital letters. Following the general section is a Gazetteer of Folklore Sites and a calendar of The Folklore Year. In the latter, traditional customs that are still observed are listed in calendar form, giving the name of the event, its date and location. More detailed information on each entry is to be found in the general section.


Marc Alexander


Gilsland, Cumbria




A


ABBOTS BROMLEY HORN DANCE One of Britain’s most celebrated customs is the Horn dance performed annually in early September at Abbots Bromley in Staffordshire. It has been described as ‘not only a custom unique in Europe but also possibly the oldest surviving ceremony in Britain’. Inevitably there are those who like to think it is a surviving Druidic rite, and while no one can say how far it dates back it is known that it was performed at the Barthelmy Fair in August 1226. The reindeer antlers that give the dance its name go further back than that. In 1976 one of the horns was accidentally broken and this presented the opportunity for a fragment to be carbon-dated at the Department of Geological Sciences at Birmingham University. The test gave the date of 1065 – give or take eighty years. A thousand years ago Danish rule extended into Staffordshire and as the horns came from reindeer it is likely that they were brought to England by Vikings.


The Revd A.R. Ladell has suggested in his book The Abbots Bromley Horn Dance that Shakespeare alluded to the event in Act IV of As You Like It. The first direct reference to the dance extant is to be found  in Robert Plot’s Natural History of Staffordshire, published in 1686, in which he wrote:


a sort of sport, which they celebrated at Christmas (on New Year and Twelf-day) call’d the Hobby-horse dance, from a person that carryed the image of a horse between his leggs . . . and in his hand a bow and arrow which made a snapping noise as he drew it to and fro, keeping time with the Musick; with this man danced 6 others, carrying on their shoulders as many Raindeers heads 3 of them painted white and 3 red with which they danced the Hays and other country dances. To this Hobby-horse dance there also belong’d a pot which was kept by turnes, by 4 or 5 of the cheif of the Town who provided Cakes and Ale to put in this pot; all people who had any kindness for the good intent of the Institution of the sport giving pence, a piece for themselves and families; and so forraigners too, that came to see it; with Mony they not only repaired their Church but kept their poor too.


The description of the dance still applies today. Early on the first Monday in September, formerly known as Wakes Monday, the dancers go to the parish church where the six horns are blessed and given to the Deer-men. Their weight ranges from 16lb to 25lb, three being painted white and three brown, and each is attached to a carved deer’s head mounted on a short staff. Because of the physical strain of the long day, the weight of the horns is borne on the shoulders but along the way there is no shortage of liquid refreshment to help the dancers keep their strength up. The team is comprised of six Deer-men, a Fool, a Hobby Horse, a Bowman and Maid Marian. Their cheerful music is provided by a melodeon player.


The Horn dance performers wore ordinary clothing decorated with ribbons until Queen Victoria’s Jubilee in 1887 when the daughters of the then vicar of Abbots Bromley made their first Elizabethan-style costumes, possibly inspired by illustrations in a book of Shakespeare’s plays. These costumes consisted of green tunics and blue trousers with brown spots. Since then there have been some alterations to the dress, the design of the present costumes going back to 1948.


When the dancers approach at a performance site their line weaves in and out on itself in a figure-of-eight knot, though always continuing to advance until the men carrying the horns form a circle. This revolves clockwise and anti-clockwise, then flattens so the white-horn men and the brown-horn men face one another in a double line. At one end Maid Marian is opposite the Fool, and at the other the Hobby Horse faces the Bowman, who pretends to shoot it with a toy bow and arrow. Each of the two files then advances three steps, retires and advances again, the Deer-men lowering their horns to suggest stags about to fight. These steps are repeated a number of times in rhythm with the music until a single line is once more formed and the musical walk to the next site begins.


At 8 a.m. the first dance begins outside Abbots Bromley church. During the morning the dancers walk in single file from site to site in the village and thence into the surrounding countryside to continue dancing at farms and pubs. By the time they return to the village green in the evening they will have walked and danced over 10 miles.


ADDER Britain’s only poisonous snake, the adder was not only regarded as dangerous by country folk but also feared as a portent of misfortune or, if found on the doorstep, a harbinger of death. A cautionary superstition was that ill luck resulted from failing to destroy an adder while good fortune followed the killing of the first one encountered in spring. It was also believed that adders dreaded ASH wood and sticks, and a sure protection against the snakes in woodland was to carry an ash staff. Although adders were regarded as evil the skins they shed were said to have remedial properties. A sloughed adder skin coiled inside one’s hat was an antidote for headaches, or bound to a limb it was a cure for rheumatism. In Northumberland snakes were once known as the Earl of Derwentwater’s Adders, as one of the supernatural manifestations that followed Lord Derwentwater’s execution for his role in the 1715 Jacobite rebellion was the sudden emergence of a vast number of adders along the River Derwent.


See also James, 3rd Earl of DERWENTWATER


AIKEN DRUM A Scottish Brownie who lived in Galloway, Aiken Drum would clear up kitchens and complete any work left unfinished by members of the households he visited. In appearance he was unmistakable as he wore only a kilt woven from rushes, yet if a grateful mortal left clothes out for him in appreciation of his nocturnal efforts then he would leave that house, never to return.


AINSEL Variations on the Northumberland story of Ainsel were popular in many parts of the country, its attraction being that in this tale a mortal outwitted a fairy. One night a boy who lived with his widowed mother in Rothley, Northumberland, was so engrossed in a game that he refused to obey his mother when  she told him it was bedtime. Too tired to argue with her son she merely said, ‘If you stay up too late the fairies will come for you.’ The idea amused him and he continued to play in the light of the fire after his mother had retired. Suddenly a fairy girl appeared and joined in his game. Happy to have such a playmate the boy asked her name.


‘Ainsel,’ she answered and asked his name.


‘My Ainsel,’ he replied with sudden inspiration, and they continued to play. When the fire burned low the boy kicked the ashes to revive it and in doing so accidentally knocked a glowing coal which landed on the fairy’s foot. She screamed that she was burnt and immediately a voice echoed down the chimney, ‘Who did it? Who did it?’ The next moment the fairy mother appeared, ready to punish the person who had hurt her daughter. ‘Who did it?’ she repeated.


‘My Ainsel! My Ainsel!’ answered the fairy child.


‘Then there is no one to blame,’ said the fairy mother and Ainsel was kicked up the chimney.


ALBION The ancient name for Britain. According to legend it was the name of a giant son of Neptune who ruled over the island for nearly fifty years. An equally fabulous explanation is that the name is derived from Alba, the eldest daughter of the King of Syria. She and her forty-nine sisters had marriages arranged for them and all married on the same day. After nightfall they murdered their husbands and as punishment were set adrift in a ship which eventually reached British shores, where they happily married men of their choice. A more prosaic explanation is that the name may have come from the white – albus in Latin – cliffs that stood like ramparts overlooking the Channel. In 1579, when Sir Francis Drake laid claim to the region now known as California, he named it New Albion.


ALDER As alder trees grow on the banks of streams and lakes they are important to water fairies who take them under their protection. Green dye obtained from alder leaves is the colour of fairies’ clothing.


ALFRED THE GREAT As King Arthur was to the Celts, so King Alfred was to the Anglo-Saxons, protecting the kingdom against foreign invaders. Today he is remembered not so much for the exploits that earned him the epithet ‘the Great’ but as the king who burnt the cakes. Born at Wantage, Berkshire, in AD 849, he was the youngest son of King Ethelwulf, who was said to be more interested in the Kingdom of Heaven than in his own kingdom. In AD 871 Alfred became King of Wessex following the death of his brother Ethelred in the fighting against the Danes. Within weeks of his election Alfred was at war, and the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle stated: ‘During that year nine engagements were fought against the Danish army in the kingdom south of the Thames. And that year nine [Danish] earls were killed and one king. And the West Saxons made peace with the enemy that year.’


In AD 878, when Alfred believed the enemy had settled down for the winter, King Guthrum, leader of the Danes of East Anglia, led his men into Wessex. As the Danes had never previously campaigned in winter the attack came as such a surprise that Alfred, with his wife and their children, fled from his palace at Chippenham. According to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle: ‘The people submitted to the Danes except King Alfred. He journeyed in difficulties through wood and fen-fastness with a small force.’


During the following spring the disguised fugitive was forced to hide alone on the marsh-surrounded Isle of Athelney. There he took shelter in a cow-herd’s cottage. While he was sitting in front of the fire making arrows the cowherd’s wife told him to  watch some rye cakes that were baking on the hearth. Doubtless pondering the plight of his occupied kingdom, Alfred did not notice that the cakes were being scorched until too late. On finding the smoking remains the woman scolded him in no uncertain terms. The cowherd was well aware of his guest’s identity, and when he returned he was horrified when his wife told him how she had berated the stranger. Alfred merely laughed over the episode and when he regained his kingdom the cowherd and his wife were amply rewarded.


Before long the king rallied his scattered army and it was at this point that another incident occurred which was to become part of folklore. Anxious to discover the disposition of Guthrum’s forces Alfred disguised himself as a minstrel and entered the Danes’ camp where for several days he entertained his enemies with his harp. Soon afterwards one of the most significant battles in British history was fought when his army met the Danes at Edington in Wiltshire. No details of the fighting are known other than the victory went to the Saxon English. When the Danes fled the field Alfred blockaded their base at Chippenham until Guthrum surrendered. Alfred was magnanimous in victory and sent food to the starving Danes and soon Saxon and Dane were feasting together. Guthrum acceded to Alfred’s wish that he should be baptised and for the rest of his life Guthrum was Alfred’s staunch ally. By building ships with twice as many oars as those of the Danes, King Alfred was able to head off invaders before they could make landfall and thus he earned the title ‘Father of the English Navy’.


During his reign Alfred founded twenty-five towns, reviving the concept of urban life for the first time since the Romans departed. Once the wars with the Danes were over he spent half the kingdom’s revenue on education, decreeing that ‘all the sons of freemen who have the means to undertake it should be set to learning English letters’. He himself was taught Latin so he could translate Latin books into the language of his people. His days were so crowded that he devised a candle clock to enable him to divide his time as profitably as possible. This was simply a candle marked with coloured rings, each of which represented an hour. When he was absorbed in writing a servant watched the candle burn down and when a new ring was reached he would announce that another hour had passed.


Exhausted by his endeavours as a military commander, administrator and scholar, King Alfred – ‘England’s darling’ – died in AD 899 at the age of fifty.


ALLENDALE FIRE FESTIVAL The end of the old year and the arrival of the new is still celebrated in several places in Britain with fire festivals that obviously go back far into pagan times although the precise meaning of the rituals has been long forgotten. The most spectacular of these is the Allendale Fire Ceremony where the new year is heralded by a procession of ‘guisers’ carrying tubs of flaming tar above their heads. One explanation for the word guiser is that it comes from ‘disguised’, as the men who carry the fire tubs wear a variety of costumes.


The procession, led by a local band, begins soon after 11.00 p.m. and winds through the streets of Allendale until it finally reaches the town square. This has been covered with sand on which a huge bonfire has been built. As the procession passes the bonfire each man throws his blazing tub on to the great pile of wood and soon flames are soaring upwards as high as the tower of the church that overlooks the square. With precise timing the last guiser flings his tub a moment before the stroke of midnight, the flames reach their zenith and then as the old year dies the bells of the church peal out, joyfully symbolizing the supplanting of paganism by Christianity.


ALL HEAL See MISTLETOE


AM FEAR LIATH MOR See BIG GREY MAN OF BEN MACDHUI


ANCIENT MONUMENTS It has been estimated that in the British Isles there are around ten thousand pre-Roman monuments in the form of cromlechs, megaliths and stone circles. As a result of modern archaeological methods and analytical techniques  such as carbon-15 dating there has been a great increase of factual information regarding such sites, yet the paramount mystery remains – why were they raised in the first place? Even today there are still some signs reading ‘To the Druid Circle’, and not so long ago the general belief was that Stonehenge was a temple built by the Druids. Scientific dating revealed that the Druids could have had no part in the construction of the monument although, as R.S. Newall FSA points out in an official guide to Stonehenge, they probably pretended that they had. In fact Druidism reached Britain a thousand years after the final phase of the monument’s construction had been completed.


Many grave mounds, known as barrows, remain as Stone Age monuments, the oldest of these being the ‘long barrows’, some two hundred examples of which still exist. They were built by people who arrived in Britain after 3500 BC when it was no longer joined to the continent. Because of the quality of their stone tools and weapons they are termed the New Stone Age or Neolithic people. We know nothing about Neolithic beliefs or rituals although the way they buried their dead suggests they had some concept of life after physical death. Long barrows are found mainly in south-west England and in smaller numbers in Sussex, Lincolnshire, Yorkshire, Cumbria, Wales and certain parts of Scotland. They consisted of long mounds of earth piled up over wooden chambers that contained up to fifty bodies. Later came barrows covering chambers constructed with stones instead of wood, and these, after time had eroded the covering of soil, are called quoits in Cornwall.


From grave barrows Neolithic builders went on to create the cursus and the henge, ceremonial earthworks that must have been of tremendous mystical significance since their construction required such an enormous amount of work from relatively small communities. The cursus was an avenue running between two artificial banks with a ditch along the base of each outside slope. The most remarkable of these is the Dorset Cursus with a length of 6 miles and enclosing an area of over 200 acres, but as ever the question remains of what could have been the purpose of such massive landscaping with primitive stone tools. Henges consisted of oval or circular earthworks within which there was usually a circle of standing stones.


The Beaker People, so named after the type of drinking vessels they used, began moving into Britain around the second millennium BC. These newcomers were more warlike than the Neolithic natives and with more advanced weapons they gradually overwhelmed them. Old Neolithic customs were abandoned. The dead were no longer placed in long barrows but were folded into crouching positions and interred in small mounds known as round barrows. The area surrounding Stonehenge has at least 300 such graves. As time passed the Beaker folk became metal-workers, making copper knives and gold ornaments, and then progressing to the use of bronze. Meanwhile the work on sacred sites continued and it was at this time that Stonehenge was finally completed and the artificial mound known as Silbury Hill rose from the Wiltshire plain.


Bronze began to give way to iron and with it came a new wave of immigrants whose weapons of superior metal defeated the Beaker People, just as earlier they had defeated the Neolithic folk. The newcomers were Celts and with them came the priestly Druids who did not raise stones or build temples but conducted their religious rituals in groves of oak trees. The days of stone monuments were over. The Romans arrived approximately six centuries later and so Britain’s stone circles were already ancient when Caesar arrived and it is likely that no more was known about them then than we know today. As time passed fabulous stories to explain the origins of such monuments, often embellished for propaganda purposes by the early Church, became woven into the warp of folklore.


See also AVEBURY, CALLANISH STANDING STONES, DANCING STONES, DANGEROUS STONES, HEALING STONES, LONG MEG AND HER DAUGHTERS, ROLLRIGHT STONES, SILBURY HILL and STONEHENGE


ANDREW’S DOLE In 1605 John Andrew, Mayor of Bideford in Devon, set up a trust to enable a loaf of bread to be given to each poor elderly person who applied at the Mayor’s Parlour on New Year’s Day, a custom which survives today.


ANGELS OF MONS At the outbreak of the First World War in 1914 Germany put its faith in the Schlieffen Plan, which involved a lightning advance through Belgium and the outflanking of the French Army. At first it was successful. In August the Belgians were overwhelmed. This was followed by the French Army’s defeat at Charleroi and on 26 August 1914 the British Expeditionary Force was forced to retreat after losing the Battle of Mons. In the following month a report in the London Evening News claimed that at one stage of the battle the outnumbered British were saved from destruction by the appearance of angels – ever afterwards known as the Angels of Mons – who stood between them and the advancing enemy. At the sight of this divine intervention the Germans fell back, thus allowing the British troops to retreat to safety.


Another account appeared in a Bristol parish magazine in May 1915, and the daughter of the clergyman asserted that it was a sworn statement made by a British officer who did not want his name to be made public. The officer described how his company was in retreat from Mons when they were about to be overtaken by German cavalry. He led his company towards a vantage point to take up defensive positions but the cavalry reached it first. Thus caught out in an open space it seemed there was little hope for the company, but on turning to face the onslaught the men beheld a troop of angels shielding them from the cavalry, whose terrified horses fled the field.


The Revd C.M. Chavasse, an army chaplain, wrote that he had heard accounts of the miracle from a brigadier-general and two of his officers. Yet no named person came forward with a first-hand account, probably because of the fear of ridicule and the cynical attitude of the military towards the over-imaginative. Despite this the legend became so popular that the Lawrence Wright Music Company published an ‘Angel of Mons’ waltz composed by Paul Paree, the cover of the music depicting a winged angel astride a white horse above a battlefield.


ANGLEDOWN COPSE According to a Hampshire legend a golden effigy lay hidden – and may still do so – in this barrow. On one occasion treasure-hunters began excavating the tumulus by moonlight but the work was abandoned after the appearance of a spectral horseman holding his head beneath his arm.


ANSTEY, BLIND FIDDLER OF In the seventeenth century patrons of the Chequers Inn at Anstey, Hertfordshire, were entertained by a fiddler named Blind George. One day the conversation turned to a cave known as the Devil’s Hole, which according to local belief led underground for a mile to a site where an eleventh-century castle once stood. Because of its evil reputation no one had dared to explore it but in a mood of bravado Blind George declared that as he had no need of light he would walk the length of the cave. The villagers accompanied him to the cave mouth where, with his dog trotting beside him, he boldly entered the Devil’s Hole playing his fiddle. For a while it was possible to follow his course by the fiddle music rising faintly from below the ground. Suddenly the sound of a muted scream reached the ears of the crowd, then silence. Within seconds Blind George’s dog raced out of the cave with his coat burnt off, but of his master there was no sign and the entrance to the Devil’s Hole was eventually sealed with stones. There are similar versions of this story in different parts of Britain. In Scotland, for example, the victim of the cave was a piper.


APPLE To cut down an apple tree was to invite disaster, especially in Celtic Britain when the penalty for such an act was death. At that time apples were so highly prized that the fairy islands lying to the west of England were said to be covered with apple orchards, as was the Land of the Ever Young. The name of the legendary Isle of Avalon meant ‘Isle of Apples’. If a mortal ate a fairy apple he or she gained everlasting life, but paid the forfeit of never being able to return to the mortal world. Obtaining such an enchanted apple was a perilous enterprise, as the tree on which it grew was guarded by a serpent, a reverse of the Garden of Eden story. It was a long-held superstition in some parts of England that to leave unpicked the last apple on a tree brought ill fortune, yet in Yorkshire a contradictory tradition held that it was unlucky to take every apple from a tree and so a few apples were left for the birds or, perhaps in older times, for the fairies.


To discover the identity of a future marriage partner a young man or woman would peel an apple  in a continuous strip and then throw it over the left shoulder. From the configuration the peel made when it landed on the floor the initial of the destined spouse could be determined.


See also WASSAILING


APRIL FOOLS’ DAY April Fools’ Day is credited with several possible origins, and it may be an amalgam of them all. As well as being a day of rejoicing that marked the end of Lenten fasting, it has also been said to go back to the festival of Lud, the Celtic god of humour, the Roman Saturnalia and the medieval Feast of Fools. It is still the best known non-religious custom and its popularity is largely due to the fact that it gives licence for the playing of practical jokes, whether by children or by such august organizations as the BBC. There are still viewers of early television who remember with delight Richard Dimbleby’s documentary on the spaghetti harvest, while much more recently a radio report that the London Eye was to be laid on its side to make a carousel caused shocked indignation among many pro-Eye listeners until they remembered the date. People can only be made April Fools in the morning. After midday a victim can say:


‘April Fool’s gone past,


You’re the biggest fool at last.’


ARTHUR There are basically two legends about King Arthur. The best known today portrays Arthur as a chivalrous king who held magnificent court at Camelot with his fellowship of Round Table Knights. The second shows him to be a Romanized Briton who as a renowned war leader temporarily halted the invading Anglo-Saxons. In recent times there has been increased interest in the latter version, and popular novels such as The Winter King by Bernard Cornwell have reflected this idea and endeavoured to give historical realism to the story. However, the general view of Arthur remains that which was inspired by Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur and reinforced in Victorian times by Alfred Lord Tennyson’s Idylls of the King. Thus the traditional epic of Arthur opens at the castle of Tintagel where, in the words of Malory, ‘It befell in the days of Uther Pendragon, when he was King of all England, and so reigned, that there was a mighty duke in Cornwall that held war against him a long time.’ The mighty duke’s name was Gorlois. King Uther had been so attracted by his wife Igraine that when she refused his advances he led the royal army into Cornwall to besiege Gorlois at Castle Terrabil while the Lady Igraine remained in charge at Tintagel 10 miles away.


During the siege Merlin magically transformed Uther into the physical likeness of Igraine’s husband and under this ruse he spent the night with her, and thus the future King Arthur was conceived. The same night Gorlois was slain in battle and soon afterwards Uther married Igraine. Because the baby had been conceived out of royal wedlock, which could lead to difficulties over the succession, when he was born he was entrusted to MERLIN who took him to Sir Ector to foster.


The story continued with the young Arthur proving his right to kingship by removing a sword from a stone in the churchyard of ‘the greatest church in London’, a sword that could only be removed by the True King. After being enthroned at Caerleon, Arthur received the enchanted sword Excalibur from the Lady of the Lake and, following his marriage to Guinevere, established the Round Table.


In the early days of the Round Table the king lost his mentor, Merlin. The wizard had become infatuated by Nimue, one of the Ladies of the Lake, who took his magical secrets but gave nothing in return. ‘And always Merlin lay about the lady to have her maidenhood,’ wrote Malory. ‘And she was ever passing weary of him.’ Finally she used one of his  own spells to imprison him in an enchanted cavern beneath a great rock.


In Book VI of Le Morte d’Arthur Sir Launcelot du Lac began to dominate the story with his personal conflict between his loyalty to Arthur and his illicit love for Guinevere. This classic triangle was to lead to the dissolution of the Round Table fellowship when it was exploited by the evil Sir Meliagaunt and Mordred, Arthur’s secret son. They plotted for Launcelot to be arrested in the queen’s chamber at Carlisle, thus proving his treason.


When news reached Carlisle that Arthur, who was with a hunting party, would not be returning at nightfall Sir Launcelot took the opportunity to visit Guinevere’s room, though Malory wrote cautiously ‘whether they were abed or at other manner of disports, me list not hereof make no mention, for love that time was not as is nowadays’. While they were together Mordred and a dozen knights loyal to his cause burst into the chamber. Launcelot fought his way clear, leaving Guinevere to be found guilty of treason and, to Arthur’s despair, condemned to the stake. Meanwhile Sir Launcelot gathered a band of sympathizers through his nephew Sir Bors so that when the queen, ‘dispoiled into her smock’, was led out of Carlisle Castle to the place of execution they galloped to her rescue and bore her off to his castle of JOYOUS GARD.


In due course Joyous Gard was besieged by Arthur until the Pope, ‘considering the great goodness of King Arthur and Sir Launcelot’, sent a message to the Bishop of Rochester threatening to place England under interdict unless hostilities ceased and Guinevere returned to Arthur as his wife. Launcelot obeyed the papal command, restored Guinevere to Arthur at Carlisle and then sailed from Cardiff to Benwick – ‘some men call it Bayonne, and some men call it Beaune,’ wrote Malory. Here he set up his own court and Arthur, encouraged by Sir Gawain, whose two younger brothers had been killed when Launcelot rescued Guinevere at Carlisle, took an army to France to wreak vengeance upon the knight who had once been the champion of the Round Table.


In England, Mordred arranged for false reports to come from abroad announcing that Arthur had died in battle, after which he himself was crowned at Canterbury. His triumph was brief, for Arthur soon returned with his army to wrest back his kingdom, engaging the usurper’s forces at the Battle of Camlann. Towards the end of the day-long battle Arthur came to where Mordred leaned on his sword surrounded by corpses. Sir Lucan, the royal butler, tried to dissuade his master from attacking him, saying, ‘Sir, let him be, for he is unhappy; and if ye pass this unhappy day ye shall be right well revenged upon him.’ Arthur ignored his words and ran Mordred through with his spear. Impaled, the dying man thrust himself along the haft of the weapon until he was able to strike the king on the side of the head with his sword. Then he fell dead while Arthur collapsed unconscious.


Sir Bedevere and Sir Lucan carried Arthur from the battlefield, but Sir Lucan soon died of his wounds and Sir Bedevere was left alone with Arthur close to a lake. Here the sword Excalibur was returned to the waters and a barge appeared in which were three black-draped queens who bore the stricken king away, though in his book Malory made no mention of Avalon.


See also ARTHUR’S STONE, DAMELIOC CASTLE, GUINEVERE, HOLY GRAIL, LAUNCELOT, The MATTER OF BRITAIN, MERLIN, The ROUND TABLE and TINTAGEL


ARTHUR’S STONE Standing on Merbach Hill near Dorstone in Herefordshire, Arthur’s Stone has three different legends attached to it. One says that King Arthur himself lies buried beneath it, another that it is the grave of a king whom Arthur slew in combat. The third legend is that it marks the place where a giant lies after he lost a battle with the king. When the giant fell his elbows made hollows in one of the stones, while indentions made by Arthur’s knees remain on the Quoit Stone.


ARTHUR’S TOMB On the lawn between the ruined walls of Glastonbury Abbey stands a modest sign which reads ‘Site of King Arthur’s Tomb’ and describes how the tomb had been there until the dissolution of the abbey in 1539. In 1190, following the wishes of the recently deceased Henry II, the monks of the abbey excavated between two ‘pyramids’ situated in the abbey cemetery. They dug 7ft down and found a stone slab and a lead cross inscribed with the words ‘HIC JACET SEPULTUS INCLYTUS REX ARTURIUS IN INSULA AVALONIA’ (‘Here lies interred in the Isle of Avalon the renowned King Arthur’). Below this was a coffin fashioned from a hollowed-out oak trunk containing a hank of fair hair, a damaged skull and some small bones for which a new double-tomb was constructed within the abbey. Although the lead cross was later lost, an engraving of it appeared in Camden’s Britannia, published in 1607, and the lettering suggests it was pre-Norman. In 1962 archaeologists excavated the original grave site and found that there had been a large hole there, as described in 1190.


ARUNDEL CASTLE Sometimes described as ‘a Windsor Castle on a smaller scale’, Arundel Castle in Sussex dates back to the reign of Edward the Confessor. When Henry I died his widow Queen Adela retired to the castle where she fell in love and became betrothed to William d’Albini, who was to become known as ‘William of the Strong Hand’. While in Paris d’Albini made such an impression on the dowager Queen of France while jousting in a tournament that she intimated that he would make a suitable husband for her. He let it be understood that he was going to marry Adela, and the French queen, aggrieved at the slight, tricked him into entering a grotto where a hungry lion had been released.  However, d’Albini forced open the animal’s jaws and tore out its tongue, after which a lion rampant was added to the d’Albini arms.


In 1243 Arundel Castle came into the possession of the Fitzalan family and in 1580 the daughter of the last Earl of Arundel inherited the property with her husband Thomas Howard, Duke of Norfolk. It has been the home of the Dukes of Norfolk ever since. The castle has acquired several ghosts over the years. These include the Blue Man, so-called because of his blue clothing, which dates from the time of Charles II. He appears in the library, poring over a book as though seeking some piece of information. Another apparition is the ‘silvery’ figure of a young girl who materialises by one of the castle’s towers from which she threw herself in despair over an unhappy love affair. The desperate clatter of pots and pans is sometimes heard in the kitchen late at night. These echoes of a kitchen lad hard at work date back two centuries to the time when he was a victim of harsh treatment. Another supernatural echo is a booming sound that was originally heard when Parliamentarians bombarded the castle walls during the siege at Christmas 1643. It is an old Arundel tradition that the appearance of an uncanny white bird fluttering wildly against a certain castle window heralds the death of a member of the family.


ASCAPART The name of a giant who was feared throughout Hampshire until Sir Bevis slew him. Today a statue of Sir Bevis the Giant Killer, looking out from Southampton’s Bar Gate in Roman dress, is a reminder of the legend. A tumulus outside the city known as the Bevis Mound is said to be Ascapart’s grave.


ASH Healing properties attributed to the ash tree included a cure for children with rickets. Before sunrise a young sufferer would be passed through the gap in a split ash trunk. The cleft was then filled with clay and the trunk bound so that as the tree healed so did the child. At Christmas faggots of green ash twigs were placed in the fireplace and wishes were made as each faggot’s binding cracked with the heat. In Norse mythology the ‘world tree’ linking the underworld, the earth and the abode of the gods was a vast ash tree known as Yggdrasil.


ASPENS It was once a belief in Britain that the cross on which Christ was crucified was fashioned from the wood of an aspen tree. The constant shivering of aspen leaves was interpreted as the trees forever trembling with shame over the use their wood had been put to. As it was a principle in magical  medicine that like healed like, the trembling aspen was considered a remedy for ailments giving rise to constant shivering, such as the ague. One method was for the sufferer to pin a strand of his or her hair to an aspen and recite, ‘Aspen tree, aspen tree, I prithee to shake and shiver instead of me.’


AUCHTERMUCHTY The folk of Auchtermuchty in Fife were once renowned for their piety. Indeed, they were so devout that the Devil decided to make them a special target for his duplicity. He therefore assumed the guise of a minister and on arriving at the village explained that he had come to deliver a sermon. The inhabitants welcomed him and were enthralled as he started to preach. They had never heard such an inspiring sermon and such was their enthusiasm for the newcomer that they fell completely under his spell. Only a sceptical old man named Robin Ruthven refused to be hypnotized by the stranger. Striding forward, he lifted the hem of the minister’s robe – and a cloven hoof was revealed. Furious that he had been thus exposed, the Devil returned to his usual form and disappeared in flames above the village. Since then it was said that no Auchtermuchty man liked to listen to a sermon for, according to the poet James Hogg, ‘he thinks that he sees the cloven hoof peeping out from beneath every sentence’.


AULD HORNIE A nickname for the Devil when he was regarded with amused contempt rather than fear in northern England and Scotland. It followed the evolution of devil legends in which he changed from the Lord of Hell to an ineffective local demon who was constantly outwitted by priests and old ladies. In Scotland he was also known as Auld Clootie, the name referring to his cloven hoof, while in England he was Old Nick.


AURELIUS AMBROSIUS See The MATTER OF BRITAIN and STONEHENGE


AURORA BOREALIS When the Aurora Borealis makes a rare appearance in Northumberland the phenomenon is still known as Lord Derwentwater’s Lights. This goes back to the night of 24 February 1716 when an extraordinary display of the Aurora coincided with the execution of the Jacobite James Radcliffe, the ‘bonnie earl’ of Derwentwater.


See also James, 3rd Earl of DERWENTWATER


AVALON Glastonbury has always been associated with the mysterious Isle of Avalon, pre-Norman Glastonbury being an ‘isle’ in that it was largely surrounded by swamp. Geoffrey of Monmouth wrote: ‘the renowned King Arthur himself was wounded deadly and was borne thence unto the island of Avalon for the healing of his wounds, where he gave up the crown unto his kinsman, Constantine, son of Cador in AD 542.’


See also ARTHUR’S TOMB and GLASTONBURY


AVEBURY John Aubrey, the seventeenth-century folklorist and antiquary, wrote that the stone circles of Avebury in Wiltshire ‘doth exceed Stonehenge in grandeur as a cathedral doth an ordinary parish church’. Lying 15 miles to the north of Stonehenge, Avebury’s stones are set within a henge 1,140ft in diameter, with a bank that is 70ft wide and rises to a height of 30ft. Within this huge earthwork Avebury’s forgotten builders set up a ring of over a hundred sarsen stones, of which twenty-seven remain. Two smaller rings, each made up of thirty stones, stand inside it. A double row of standing stones, today known as the Kennet Avenue, stretch 11⁄2 miles from the great circle to a site called the Sanctuary. This consisted originally of four concentric rings of wooden posts within two concentric rings of sarsens, but it was destroyed in the eighteenth century when farmers dislodged the rings to make ploughing easier. The stones were broken up for building purposes by heating them and then drenching them with cold water to make them split. It has been suggested that the effort this required must have been inspired by something more than a wish to have straight furrows, despite the legend that in medieval times a Christian zealot was crushed to death by a pagan Avebury stone when he attempted to bury it.


William Stukeley, who did the first valuable fieldwork on Avebury and Stonehenge, came to the conclusion that Avebury was laid out in the form of a gigantic ‘solar serpent’, its head being the Sanctuary and its body Kennet Avenue, while the great circle was the symbol of the sun. The tail of the serpent was another cursus which is no longer in existence but was known as the Beckhampton Avenue. The most remarkable aspect of this complex is the fact that its megaliths weigh up to 60 tonnes and are the heaviest to have been set up by prehistoric Britons.


The stones lining the Kennet Avenue have alternating shapes, which has led to the theory that they were male and female symbols once important in fertility ceremonies. If so it is most likely that such rites involved dancing, and possibly it was a vague folk memory of this that inspired the later belief that many stone circles were petrified dancers. As with other circles, no one knows why the Avebury circles were erected but the legendary answer is that just as Aurelius Ambrosius set up Stonehenge as a monument  for his warriors, so the Avebury sarsens were the gravestones of King Arthur’s men who lost their lives at the Battle of Mount Badon.


B


BABES IN THE WOOD The well-known nursery tale of the Babes in the Wood is said to have been enacted in Wayland Wood close to Griston in Norfolk. In the sixteenth century two small children, a brother and sister, were entrusted to their uncle by their dying father. The proverbially wicked uncle sought to gain their inheritance by employing two ruffians to murder them. The children were lured into the heart of the wood but when the moment came for the deed to be done one of the men did not have the heart to carry it out. Instead he killed his companion and fled. Left alone to starve, the children lay down and died, and robins covered their bodies with leaves.


See also ROBINS


BACHE POOL DRAGON In medieval times the folk of Moston in Cheshire were menaced by a dragon that lived in nearby Bache Pool. Hearing of this a certain Thomas Venables set out to rid the district of the monster and he came upon it just as it was about to devour a child. He fired an arrow which struck the dragon in the eye, making it release its victim. A furious fight followed in which Thomas was finally victorious. In the parish church in Middlewich the carved screen in the Venables chapel displays the family’s coat of arms showing a dragon with a child in its mouth.


BADDELEY CAKE CEREMONY A theatrical tradition is revived annually on 6 January at London’s Theatre Royal in Drury Lane. In 1794 Robert Baddeley, who worked as a chef before becoming a popular actor, left a legacy of £100 so that every year a Twelfth Night cake would be served to the cast of the play then being performed at the theatre. The ceremony takes place in the Green Room where theatre attendants in eighteenth-century livery bring in the cake for the actors, still in their costume, after which a toast is drunk to Robert Baddeley.


BALLECHIN HOUSE Situated close to Logierait in Perthshire, Ballechin House earned the reputation of being Scotland’s most haunted house. The paranormal manifestations began in 1874 after the death of its eccentric owner, whose eccentricity centred on his belief in the transmigration of souls. He avowed to his neighbours that after his death he would return by taking over the body of his favourite dog. As soon as his relatives inherited the house they shot his fourteen dogs, just to be on the safe side. The house passed on to the old man’s nephew but after he and his wife moved in they were plagued by knocking sounds, reports like guns going off and sibilant voices quarrelling, though the words were not clear enough to be understood. Worse was the sensation of being jostled by an invisible animal, which they felt sure was a dog. In 1897 a family leased the house for a year but such were the disturbances that after seven weeks they left, forefeiting the money they had paid.


In the same year The Times published an account of the strange happenings in the house in the Highlands and the Marquis of Bute, an enthusiastic student of the paranormal, arranged to take a lease on the house so that its phenomena could be investigated. Unable to do this himself he called upon two well known psychic researchers, Colonel Lenesurier Taylor and Miss A. Goodrich-Freer, to undertake the work on his behalf. A continuous house party was held so that the experiences of guests – who had been carefully selected because of their ignorance of the house’s reputation – could be evaluated.


Events in the following weeks lived up to Lord Bute’s expectations. There were mysterious and frightening sounds, a disembodied voice like that of a priest conducting mass, the appearance of a hand holding a crucifix, and various sightings of apparitions. The results of the investigation were published in a book entitled The Alleged Haunting of B– – House. It did not make the expected impact on the public because of the use of initials instead of complete names, though on page 82 the name Ballechin appeared by accident. In 1963 Ballechin House gave up its ghosts under the onslaught of a demolition crew.


BANSHEES Although the Banshee is a particularly Irish member of the fairy world, when a family she favoured crossed to Britain or emigrated to America she has been known to go with it. She is only interested in old established families and when a member is about to die her lament heralds the event. While her keening strikes fear into those who hear it, the banshee bears nothing but goodwill towards those whom she would protect. In appearance she has long hair, her eyes are bloodshot with weeping and she wears a green dress with a grey cloak. In the Highlands of Scotland the local version of the Banshee is the Bean Nighe, also known as the ‘Little Washer by the Ford’. The latter name derives from her practice of washing the bloodied shirts or shrouds of those about to die.


See also BEAN NIGHE


BARCLAY, MARGARET Ill-feeling between a sea captain named John Deans of Irvine, Ayrshire, and his young sister-in-law Margaret Barclay led, in the late seventeenth century, to one of Scotland’s most infamous witchcraft trials. Believing that she had stolen from him, Deans had her arraigned before a church court. Here her innocence was proved but the affair left her with a feeling of resentment of which her neighbours were well aware. Later they claimed that when Deans was setting off on a voyage Margaret declared that she hoped his vessel would come to grief. Thus, when the ship failed to return at its appointed time, she came under suspicion. Several local people swore that they had seen her casting a spell on the ship by throwing burning coals into the sea.


Soon afterwards a beggar named John Stewart, who boasted of possessing ‘the sight’, announced that through his gift he was certain that Deans’ ship had foundered. Soon afterwards came the news that the vessel had indeed been lost off the Cornish coast and Stewart was arrested on account of his occult divination. To divert attention from himself he accused Margaret of causing the loss of the ship by means of witchcraft, aided by Isobel Insh and Isobel Crawford. He went on to say that Margaret and her accomplices had made clay images of her brother-in-law and some of his men and had cast them into the sea in order to bring about their destruction.


The three women were arrested. Margaret confessed to the crime under duress but later repudiated her statement and insisted that she was innocent. Her words had no effect on the court and she and Isobel Crawford were sentenced to be strangled and then burned at the stake. Isobel Insh was imprisoned in the belfry of the local church, following the not uncommon practice of confining those believed to be witches. In endeavouring to escape she fell to her death.


BARNACLE GEESE In medieval times it was a common belief in Britain that the birds known as Barnacle Geese were hatched not from eggs but from rotting driftwood. In 1186 the Norman-Welsh Giraldus Cambrensis wrote that the geese came from pine wood that had been thrown into the sea, developing from a gum-like substance, and remaining attached to the floating wood by their beaks. When their feathers grew they would take to the air. He added that he had seen more than a thousand such birds hanging from a piece of timber on the seashore. An advantage of this belief was that such creatures, ‘not flesh nor born of flesh’ as Giraldus wrote, could be eaten with impunity on fast days and during Lent.


BATH For centuries Britain’s most famous healing waters flowed from the mineral springs of Bath. Their powers were first recognized by Bladud, the father of King Lear, whose story was the inspiration of Shakespeare’s play. Bladud was the leper son of the legendary British king Lud Hudibras, and because of the horror his disease inspired he was exiled from his father’s court. An outcast, he survived as a swineherd wandering in the wilderness away from his fellow men. So contagious was his malady that the pigs in his care became infected and one day in order to find relief they ran into a malodorous bog.


When Bladud retrieved them he was amazed to see that their leprous sores had vanished. He then plunged into the mud and he too was marvellously cured and thus able to return home. Arriving at his father’s court he proved his identity by means of a ring his mother had given him and there was great rejoicing at his miraculous cure. When he became king he had several well shafts dug in the vicinity of the bog where he had been cured and a settlement was established there.


With the arrival of the Romans lavish baths were constructed close to a temple which, with typical Roman pragmatism, was dedicated to Sulis Minerva – Minerva being the Roman goddess of healing while Sul was a Celtic deity. Following the Roman withdrawal from Britain in the fifth century the baths were neglected and largely forgotten. But thanks to Anne of Denmark, the queen of JAMES I, ‘taking the waters’ of Bath to relieve her dropsy the spa came into its own again. In the eighteenth century Beau Nash as Master of Ceremonies transformed it into a centre of  fashion. At that time Roman remains were unearthed, including a bronze head of Minerva, but the greatest find of all came at the close of the nineteenth century when the Great Bath, still with its original lead lining, was excavated. Today it is fed by underground springs that daily provide 250,000 gallons of water at a constant temperature of 49 degrees Centigrade. Along with Hadrian’s Wall, the city’s ancient baths are perhaps Britain’s finest legacy from the Roman period.


BATS The idea that vampires could transform themselves into bats to reach their victims was popularized by Dracula, a fictional tale doubtless inspired by the non-supernatural vampire bats of South America. However, it was believed in the Isle of Man and parts of Wales that witches could enter houses in the form of bats. In Scotland, if a bat was seen to fly straight up and then plummet back to earth it was taken as a warning that the hour had come when witches had power over those without anti-witchcraft charms or other forms of protection. In country regions bats were regarded as harbingers of bad luck and to avert this children would chant:


Airy mouse, airy mouse, fly over my head,


And you shall have a crust of bread,


And when I brew and when I bake,


You shall have a piece of my wedding cake.


BATTLE ABBEY After winning the Battle of Hastings Duke William of Normandy knelt and promised God that he would build a magnificent abbey on the battlefield in gratitude for his victory. Known as the Field of Senlac, it was so littered with corpses after the fighting that in his poem Harold Alfred Lord Tennyson described it as


Sonlac! Sanguelac,


The lake of Blood.


Here amid the dead and dying William and his knights sat at trestle tables for a celebratory banquet.


After becoming King of England William kept his vow and a Benedictine abbey, dedicated to St Martin, rose on the spot where King Harold and the loyal housecarls, his elite bodyguards, had made their last stand. The high altar marks the exact spot where Harold was killed. Time has eroded the building and today all that marks the location of Harold’s death is a commemorative tablet. It was close to this point that the abbey’s supernatural manifestation took place, in the form of a fountain of blood; to those who claimed to have witnessed this phenomenon down the centuries, it represented the blood shed on the Field of Senlac.


Other Battle Abbey phenomena include a friar who haunts the Monk’s Wall and a bloodied figure gazing sadly over the battle site. This figure has been taken for Harold, the last Saxon king. It is an old belief that after rain the Field of Senlac ‘sweats’ blood, but more prosaically this could be explained by the reddish tinge that appears in puddles as a result of a concentration of iron in the soil.


BATTLEFIELD APPARITIONS See BATTLE ABBEY, Ghosts of CULLODEN, Battle of EDGEHILL and INVERARAY CASTLE


BAUCAN or BÒCHDAN This is a general name for goblins, ghosts and other frightening apparitions in Scotland. John Gregson Campbell in his Witchcraft and Second Sight in the Highlands and Islands of Scotland wrote:


Sometimes the Baucan causes fright by its mere appearance, sometimes by the noises it makes, and sometimes by its silence. In appearance it is commonly a man or woman moving silently past, and not speaking until spoken to, if even then; but it has also been encountered as a black dog, that accompanies the traveller part of his way, as a headless body or simply a dark moving object. At other times it is terrific from having a chain clanking after it,  from its whistling with unearthly loudness, by horrible and blood-freezing cries and sounds of throttling . . .


BAY TREE Situated close to a house the bay tree was credited with offering protection from plague, while its reputation for never being struck by lightning made it an ideal shelter during thunderstorms. Evil spirits were powerless to hurt those who carried bay leaves on their person and pleasant dreams resulted if a sprig of bay was placed under a pillow. If bay leaves were thrown into a fire and burned without noise it was a sign of trouble ahead but if they crackled merrily the future was favourable. A far more serious potent was when a bay tree suddenly died, foretelling an outbreak of pestilence or the death of a monarch. In the second act of Richard II Shakespeare makes one of his characters declare:


’Tis thought the king is dead; we will not stay.


The bay trees in our country are all wither’d.


BEALINGS BELLS The phenomenon that came to be known as ‘Bealings Bells’ was no more than the inexplicable ringing of house bells, yet for some reason it aroused intense popular speculation right across England. The incidents took place at Bealings House in the village of Great Bealing, Suffolk, and first came to notice through a letter in the Ipswich Journal of 1 March 1834. It was from Major Edward Moor, the owner of Bealings House, who wrote:


A circumstance of an unaccountable nature has recently occurred in my house . . . On 2nd inst. returning from the afternoon service I was told the dining room bell had been rung three times, at intervals, between two and five o’clock. At this, the servants left in the house, a man and a woman, were surprised; no personal cause being perceptible, though sought.


The major went on to describe how in the next few days the bells appeared to take on a life of their own. He wrote that in the kitchen the five bells pealed at shortening intervals. The ringing was so violent that the bells were almost jerked from their fastenings. He concluded his letter by saying: ‘there is no hoax in the matter. I do not mean by me but by anyone. I am thoroughly convinced that the ringing is by no human agency.’


During the fifty-four days that the phenomenon lasted the major went to elaborate precautions to make sure it was not the work of some practical joker. He checked the wires connecting the bells and wrote that ‘all were visible to view from their pull to the bells’. He also experimented by tampering with the bell wires but he could not get the bells to ring this way. On 27 March the ringing ceased as mysteriously as it had begun but such was the interest shown by the public that Major Moor wrote a book on the subject entitled Bealings Bells.


BEAN NIGHE This Scottish fairy washerwoman was sometimes glimpsed washing the shirts of those about to die violently. A typical legend tells that at Loch Sguabain, on the island of Mull, Ewan MacLaine of Moy Castle came upon the Bean Nighe washing his shirt in a stream. The Bean Nighe had breasts so long that as she bent over her work she threw them back over her shoulders. When a man beheld her the correct procedure was to steal up behind her, seize one of her breasts and suck its nipple, declaring that she was his foster mother. If one of the shirts belonged to her new foster son she could be prevailed upon to halt her deadly work. Ewan followed the custom and the Bean Nighe told him that if his shrew of a wife would give him an unsolicited lump of butter with his breakfast he might escape his doom. Next morning the thriftless wife announced that he would have to eat dry bread as they had run out of butter. Later that day Ewan’s head was struck off in a clan feud. Known in legend as ‘Ewan of the Little Head’, his phantom is still said to ride desperately between the loch and Moy Castle.


It was widely credited during the Jacobite Rebellion of 1745 that the Bean Nighe appeared on the eve of battles washing the shirts of those rebels destined to die the next day.


BEANS Associated with death and ghosts who haunted bean fields, beans had a sinister tradition which warned that to fall asleep among bean plants was to invite insanity.


BEATING THE BOUNDS In the Middle Ages when local maps were a rarity the custom of beating the bounds at set intervals was used to remind village and farming folk where the parochial boundaries lay. Every year, usually on Ascension Day, the vicar, the village elders and a number of young lads would set out to ‘walk’ the parish bounds. Willow wands were used by the youths to strike the boundary markers, hence the term ‘beating’ of the bounds. At certain strategic points members of the party might be ‘bumped’ or stood on their heads, as children do for birthdays today, in order to emphasise some particular aspect of the boundary. Every three years a similar custom is still carried out at the TOWER OF LONDON on Ascension Day following a service in the Chapel of St Peter ad Vincula. Those taking part in the traditional procession include the Chief Warder with Mace, the Resident Governor, various officials connected with the Tower, the Yeomen Warders, the chaplain, the choir of the Chapel Royal, the Yeomen Warders and children who live with their families in the Tower. At the rear of the procession comes the Yeoman Gaoler with Axe. When the procession reaches a boundary stone the Chief Warder raises the mace to signal a halt and the chaplain declares in a loud voice, ‘Cursed is he who moveth his neighbour’s landmark.’ Next the Chief Warder cries, ‘Whack it, boys, whack it!’ Choir members and children then enthusiastically beat the marker with rods of willow.


BEAULIEU ABBEY With over half a million visitors a year, the abbey is now famous for its motor museum as well as other attractions but these do not seem to have affected the psychic nature of the place. Beaulieu’s visible haunting dates back to pre-Dissolution days and takes the form of an apparition in a brown habit, accompanied by the sound of chanting and the smell of incense. It is surmised he must have been a lay brother as the monks of the Cistercian order wore white habits. Another of the abbey’s paranormal manifestations is the sound of disembodied voices chanting; according to tradition this is heard when death has come to someone in the locality. Another aural reminder of the old monks is the sound of an invisible funeral taking place at the abbey’s ancient burial ground on the north-west side of the church. It begins with slow footsteps as though several men were carrying a heavy burden and ends with the sound of spades shovelling earth.


BEDD TALIESIN The historical Taliesin had no connection with this cairn situated at Ceulan-y-maes-mawr in Dyfed. It takes its name from a medieval hero who was buried beneath it. A tradition connected with the monument is that if a person were to sleep there he or she would wake up either insane or a poet.


BEEDON BARROW It was once a widely held belief that opening a barrow would cause a violent thunderstorm, a sign of the displeasure of the old gods. The notion was confirmed in the middle of the nineteenth century when a storm of awesome violence followed excavation work on Beedon Barrow. No doubt the legend of a golden coffin buried deep in the mound inspired treasure-seekers to delve into the barrow, which lies near Beedon in Berkshire. The barrow also has a fairy legend, such grave mounds frequently being associated with fairy folk. In this instance a farmer ploughing near the site broke his ploughshare and had to go home to fetch tools to repair it. When he returned he found that he had no need for his tools, the fairies having mended it by magic.


BEELEIGH ABBEY An aural haunting was heard annually on 11 August at Beeleigh Abbey. It was the sound of a man bitterly bemoaning his fate, and was believed to be the supernatural echo of Sir John Gate’s lament as he awaited the day of his execution. This occurred on 22 August 1553 on Tower Hill, watched by the London mob. Following the dissolution of the monasteries, Beeleigh Abbey had became a private mansion and was bestowed on Sir John by Henry VIII in 1540. Thirteen years later he lost everything through espousing the cause of Lady Jane Grey after the untimely death of Edward VI.


See also Lady Jane GREY


BEES In rural areas of Britain it was an old belief that if bees were not informed about a death in the family they would either perish or leave their hives en masse. The procedure was that a newly bereaved widow or heir would go to each hive, tap it three times with an iron key and then inform the bees that their master had died. Black ribbons were sometimes tied round the hives to indicate that the bees were in mourning.


BEL That the old storytellers were ingenious is proved by the story of how Belgrave was named. In the days when, as the Bible put it, ‘there were  Giants in the Earth’, a giant named Bel lived in Leicestershire. He boasted one day that he could go from Mountsorrel to Leicester in three great leaps. To prove his words he mounted his huge horse Sorrel at Mountsorrel, and in one bound arrived at the village of Wanlip. The next bound took him to Birstall, where his mount landed so heavily that it was injured and the harness burst. Now, with only one leap to go, Bel urged his injured horse to make a last brave effort. Poor Sorrel failed and the gigantic horse and its rider crashed a mile from Leicester. They were buried at Belgrave. The route of Bel’s attempt can be worked out on a large-scale map.


BELL, ADAM In the north of England the forest outlaw Adam Bell and his companions Clym of the Clough and William of Cloudesley were once as famed for their skill with the longbow as Robin Hood and his Merry Men were in the Midlands. Englewood Forest, close to Carlisle, was their home and they were said to have lived at about the same time as Robin Hood’s father. Poems about their exploits appeared in Thomas Percy’s Reliques and Francis Child’s English and Scottish Popular Ballads. These tell how Adam Bell and Clym of the Clough rescued their comrade William of Cloudesley after he had been treacherously captured by their enemies. Like Robin Hood, Adam Bell surrendered to the king but the outlaws were told they would receive pardons if William could shoot an arrow to transfix an apple balanced on the head of his young son. He accomplished this feat and the pardons were granted.


BELTANE FESTIVAL One of Scotland’s oldest pageants is Peebles’ Beltane Festival which is held on varying dates in June, Beltane being the Celtic celebration of the arrival of summer. The week-long event opens with the Fair Charter Proclamation, the charter having been granted by James VI of Scotland. This is followed by the crowning of the Beltane Queen, whose robes were a gift from New Zealand. Other Commonwealth links include a silver casket containing the scroll that lists the names of all the Beltane Queens, which was donated by Scots living in Canada. The coronation chair was presented by Peebles folk who had settled in South Africa. Other festival events include a traditional Riding of the Marches, the installation of the Cornet and his Lass, the Cornet’s canter to Neidpath Castle and a fancy dress parade. In olden times Beltane fires were lit on nearby hilltops but this custom is no longer continued.


BELTANE FIRE FESTIVAL In Edinburgh Beltane is celebrated on May Day eve with a fire festival held on Calton Hill, where torch-bearers carry frames with blazing symbols. A man in Celtic woad leads the procession to the site, followed by the May Queen and the Green Man. The event goes back only to 1988 when the Beltane Fire Society was formed to ‘reinvent the Beltane celebrations in a modern form’.


BELVOIR CASTLE WITCHES The most feared witch in the Midlands in the seventeenth century was Joan Flower. She and her daughters Phillipa and Margaret were servants in the employ of the Earl and Countess of Rutland at Belvoir Castle in Leicestershire. When Margaret was discharged for theft her mother, who had boasted of her ability to cast spells with the assistance of her cat Rutterkin, sought magical retribution. She was assisted in this by her daughters and her accomplices Anne Baker, Joan Willimot and Ellen Green. Within twelve months little Henry and Francis, the infant sons of the earl and countess, were dead.


Early in 1618 the witches were arrested and at their trial in Lincoln they admitted causing the deaths of the children. Joan Flower claimed that Henry had died within a week of the witches casting a death spell by pricking one of the child’s gloves with pins and then boiling it in water. The accused women also admitted equally dire sorceries and described how their coven held its meetings on nearby Blackberry Hill. The most dramatic moment of the trial came when Joan Flower retracted her confession and asked for a piece of bread. ‘May this choke me if I am guilty,’ she declared and took a mouthful of the bread – whereupon she dropped dead. The sentence of death was passed on the other women and all were sent to the gallows in Lincoln in March of that year.


BENBECULA MERMAID According to a legend in Benbecula in the Outer Hebrides a mermaid was buried on the shore above the high tide mark in 1830. She was first seen swimming close to the beach where women were collecting seaweed and though they waded out to catch her the mermaid regarded it as a game and laughingly eluded them. Then a boy threw a stone which appeared to hurt her before she vanished below the waves. Several days afterwards her body was washed up on the shore. She was described as having the top half like that of a small child while the lower part was like that of a fish but without scales. The local people decided that, as it seemed the mermaid was partly human,  she should have a decent burial so a carpenter made a special coffin and she was buried with dignity but without prayers.


BENDITH Y MAMAU One legend, which combines several aspects of the fairy changeling tradition, tells that once a farmer’s widow had such a beautiful child that her life was filled with anxiety in case he should come to the attention of the Bendith y Mamau, as Glamorganshire fairies were called. One day she had to leave the house briefly and when she returned she was horrified to find the little boy’s bed empty. Then she heard a croaking cry of ‘Mother!’ and looking round she saw a wrinkled boy, who she feared was a crimbal or changeling. She sought the advice of a cunning man who told her that first she must make certain the child was a crimbal and explained how this could be done. In her kitchen the widow sliced the top off an egg and began to stir the contents with a little spoon. When the child asked what she was doing she replied that she was making a pastry for the reapers.


‘I have heard from my father, he heard it from his father and that one from his father, that an acorn was before the oak,’ said the child, ‘but I have neither heard or seen anybody mixing the pastry for the reapers in an eggshell.’ This confirmed her worst fears but, according to the cunning man, she needed to be certain that her child was with the Bendith y Mamau before she could act. Following his advice she waited until four days after the full moon and then went by night to the crossroads above Rhyd y Gloch where she was rewarded by the sight of a fairy parade. As the procession passed she saw that her son was marching with the fairies.


Next morning she went to the cunning man who told her to kill a coal-black hen and roast it on a wood fire without it being plucked, all this to be done without looking at the crimbal. When the last feather fell from the fowl’s carcass she must turn and look the imposter straight in the eye. She followed the ritual exactly and when she turned to the crimbal he immediately vanished. From outside she heard her true child calling her and opening the door she found him in an emaciated state. When questioned the only answer he could give was that he had been listening to music.


See also CHANGELINGS


BERKELEY SQUARE HAUNTING In Victorian times London’s most haunted house was 50 Berkeley Square. The curious would visit the capital specially to stare at its grimy walls and neglected paintwork, morbidly fascinated by its sinister reputation. No. 50 was not haunted by a conventional ghost but by an evil something. It all began at the end of the seventeenth century when a certain Mr Dupre was said to have confined his insane brother in one of the upstairs rooms. He was so violent that he had to be fed through a special grating in the door, and according to one story it was the ghost of this prisoner that became the Horror of Berkeley Square.


The house came to prominence on 26 April 1879, when a journalist working for the magazine Mayfair wrote an article under the heading ‘The Mystery of Berkeley Square’:


One day, a maidservant, newly arrived, was put to sleep in one of the upper rooms. An hour or two after the household was at rest, it was awakened by fearful screams from the new servant’s room and she was found staring in the middle of the floor, as rigid as a corpse, with hideously staring eyes – she had suddenly become a hopeless and raving madwoman, who never found a lucid interval wherein to say what made her so . . . The room was given up, but the house still remained occupied, and that seemed to be the end, but some little time afterwards a guest arrived when the house had many visitors; and he . . . perhaps like many sceptics, inclined for a little experience in such ventures, eagerly volunteered for the room which all others were so shy of entering. It was arranged that if, after a certain time, he rang the bell for the room once, it was a sign that he felt himself as comfortable as could be expected; but that if he rung it twice, someone should come up and see what was the matter. At the end of the given time the bell only rang once, but presently the same bell gave a frantic peal; and those who ran to his aid found the ghost-defier a corpse where the girl had gone mad before.


Soon the house was the talk of the city and a young man named Sir Robert Worboys accepted his friend Lord Cholmondeley’s challenge to sleep in the haunted room. The owner of No. 50 agreed on condition Worboys would be armed and would ring immediately if he needed assistance. Around midnight Sir Robert’s friends were aroused by the bell. As they ran up the stairs a shot was heard. The door was thrown open and Sir Robert was found lying across the bed with his head almost touching the floor. At first it was thought he had shot himself but when his body was examined no wound was found on it.


Another person to risk spending the night in the fatal room was Lord Lyttleton. He armed himself with two guns loaded with silver coins, the traditional ammunition for use against werewolves and similar entities. He survived the night although he fired at ‘something’ that came at him out of the darkness and which ‘fell like a rocket’ before disappearing. He wrote of the haunting of No. 50 in Notes and Queries and based his classic short story The Haunters and the Haunted on his experience there. Following this there were other incidents, the worst of which resulted in the death of a sailor named Edward Blunden, on leave from the frigate Penelope. Seeking shelter in the then deserted building, he fell from a window on to the spiked railings on Christmas Eve 1887.


Whatever it was that gave the house its evil reputation faded towards the end of the nineteenth century, and today it appears to be just as respectable as its neighbours.


BERRY POMEROY CASTLE Between Totnes and Paignton in Devon stand the impressive ruins of Berry Pomeroy Castle, whose haunting was the result of two sisters, Eleanor and Margaret Pomeroy, falling in love with the same man. Consumed by jealousy Eleanor had her younger sister imprisoned in a vault beneath a tower, now known as St Margaret’s Tower, where she eventually died. According to a pamphlet available at the castle: ‘Now on certain nights of the year, the lovely Margaret is said to arise from her entombed dungeon, leaving Saint Margaret’s Tower and walk along the ramparts in long white flowing robes and beckon the beholder to come and join her in the dungeon below.’


BETTISCOMBE HOUSE There are several accounts of how the so-called Screaming Skull came to be in Bettiscombe House, which stands close to the road that runs between Lyme Regis and Crewkerne.  It was first described in 1872 in a letter in Notes and Queries from the folklorist J.S. Udal who wrote:


At a farmhouse in Dorset at the present time is carefully preserved a human skull, which has been there for a period long antecedent to the present tenancy. The peculiar superstition attaching to it is that if it be brought out of the house the house itself would rock to its foundations, whilst the person by whom such an act of desecration was committed would certainly die within a year. It is strangely suggestive of the power of superstition that through many changes of tenancy and furniture the skull still holds its accustomed place ‘unmoved and unremoved’.


Some correspondence followed and Mr Udal gave some further information.


I cannot ascertain when the ‘ghostly tenant’ first took up its abode in the place [Bettiscombe House], but it is tolerably certain that it was some considerable time ago. It has, I understand, been pronounced to be that of a Negro; and the legend runs that it belonged to a faithful black servant of an early possessor of the property, a Pinney, who, having resided abroad some years, brought home this memento of a faithful follower.


A variation of this legend is the most popular explanation and dates back to the Monmouth rebellion when the two sons of the Revd John Pinney were involved in the brief insurrection. Captured and taken before Judge Jeffreys at the Bloody Assize, one young man was hanged and his brother Azariah was transported as a slave to the West Indies. In due course he obtained his freedom, prospered and eventually returned to Bettiscombe House with a black servant. When the servant was dying he declared that his spirit would never rest until his body was returned to the West Indies for burial. His wish was ignored. He was buried in Bettiscombe churchyard but soon his anger became evident in the form of poltergeist activity in the house, while screams were said to have issued from his grave. In an attempt to stop this disturbance his body was disinterred and in the process his skull became separated from it. Legend does not say whether the body was shipped back home but his skull remained in the house and screams were heard when any attempt was made to remove it. A tenant once threw it into a pond but the resulting commotion was such that he had to wade into the water to retrieve it with a rake and return it to its accustomed place.


According to another legend the skull belonged to a young woman who was murdered at Bettiscombe. Although this does not explain why her skull should be kept in the house, some weight was given to the story in 1963 when a professor of anatomy came to the conclusion that it was the skull of a young woman in her twenties.


BIBLE PREDICTION In rural England young women wishing to know their prospects in love and marriage used the Bible as a means of divination. The most complicated method of this form of fortune telling was for the girl to insert a large door key between the pages containing The Song of Solomon and then bind the book tightly with the garter she wore on her right leg. Placing a finger from each hand into the key ring she would suspend the Bible and recite a passage from The Song of Solomon beginning with the words ‘Many words cannot quench love . . .’. If the pendant book revolved or fell it was a sign of future marriage; if not, then she would remain a spinster. The constancy of a lover could be tested in a similar manner. If the Bible turned to the right his love was true, but a turn to the left signified unfaithfulness. More seriously a similar method was used to obtain the name of a thief. Suspects’ names were read out and the Bible would turn when the thief’s name was spoken.


BIBLE TEST One test to determine the guilt of a person accused of witchcraft was to weigh him or her against a Bible, the idea being that the holy book would outweigh the evil inherent in a witch. A similar test was carried out at Oakley in Bedfordshire in 1737 when a mob, ignoring the fact that such practices had been declared illegal the previous year, threw an old woman into a river to see if she would sink or float. Sinking would prove her innocence, floating would justify the popular opinion that she had dealings with the Devil. In this case she bobbed up and down, neither floating properly nor sinking. It was then decided to weigh her against the Bible from the local church which, being no more than 12lb in weight, proved her innocence on the scales.


BIDDENDEN DOLE Eliza and Mary Chaulkhurst were Siamese twins joined at the shoulder and hip and they were reputedly born nine centuries ago. At their home at Biddenden, Kent, they lived to the age of thirty-four and then died within six hours of each other. They bequeathed 20 acres of land to the parish  to fund a charity to provide bread and cheese for the poor folk of the parish on Easter Sunday. Known as Bread and Cheese Land, the 20 acres dwindled over the years to 6, which were sold in the twentieth century for the building of council houses, and the capital derived from the sale provided the charity with extra income. Today the Dole gifts consist of 1lb of cheese and two 4lb loaves which are handed out from an old workhouse cottage that stands on land once owned by the twins. ‘Biddenden Cakes’ – actually hard biscuits bearing an imprint of Eliza and Mary and the date 1100 – are also given out to those who request them.


BIG EARS See TAGHAIRM


BIG GREY MAN OF BEN MACDHUI A prime example of modern mythology is the Ferla Mohr (the abbreviated form of Am Fear Liath Mor meaning the Big Grey Man) which has become a mountaineering legend. The 4,295ft Ben MacDhui is the highest mountain in the Cairngorms and its legend of a yeti-like creature began in 1891 when Norman Collie, a professor of organic chemistry and a keen mountaineer, related an eerie experience to fellow climbers while on a visit to New Zealand. His story was reported in a local newspaper under the heading ‘A Professor’s Panic’.


No other papers picked up the story and it was not until 1925 that Professor Collie repeated his story in public at the Cairngorm Club in Aberdeen. He described how he heard mysterious footsteps when he was alone at the summit of the mountain in a heavy mist. He said:


I was returning from the cairn on the summit in a mist when I began to think I heard something else than merely the noise of my own footsteps. For every few steps I took I heard a crunch, and then another crunch as if someone was walking after me but taking steps three or four times the length of my own. I said to myself, ‘This is all nonsense.’ I listened and heard it again but could see nothing in the mist. As I walked on and the eerie crunch, crunch sounded behind me I was seized with terror and took to my heels, staggering blindly among boulders for four or five miles nearly down to Rothiemurchus  Forest. Whatever you make of it I do not know, but there is something very queer about the top of Ben MacDhui and I will not go there again by myself, I know!


Explanations for the phenomenon were soon forthcoming – but so were other stories of strange happenings on Ben MacDhui. Among them was the first suggestion that a gigantic figure haunted the mountain. This had been written by the famous mountaineer Dr A.M. Kellas, who perished on the 1921 Mount Everest Reconnaissance Expedition. As a result of the first story published in New Zealand he sent a letter to Professor Collie describing how he had seen a ‘big grey man’ on the mountain, but apart from this private letter he left no other written account of the incident. However, his story was told in a letter sent by W.G. Robertson to the Aberdeen Press and Journal in December 1925. This read:


The correspondence in your paper on the subject of the Ferla Mohr has encouraged me to state the story given to me by the late Mr Henry Kellas, my lifelong friend, with whom I once climbed Ben MacDhui. He and his brother, Dr Kellas, had been chipping for crystals in the late afternoon well below the cairn, and were together on the slope of a fold of the hill. Suddenly they became aware of a giant figure coming down towards them from the cairn. They saw it pass out of sight in the dip on the side of the fold remote from themselves, and awaited its reappearance. But fear possessed them ere it did reach the top, and they fled. They were aware it was following them, and tore down by Corrie Etchachan to escape it.


Mr Kellas said there was mist on part of the hill, but refused to believe that the figure could be the shadow of either his brother or himself, causing an optical illusion. He asked why not two figures if that had been the case . . . No one who knew Mr Kellas or heard him relate his story could doubt his complete faith in his experience.


Since then there have been various reports of the Ferla Mohr. A typical account appeared in the Scots Magazine of June 1958 in which the naturalist and mountaineer Alexander Tewnion told how he had gone climbing alone in the Cairngorms in October 1943. He took his revolver with him in the hope of eking out his wartime rations with some game. He described how mist formed across the Lairig Ghru pass on the afternoon he reached the summit of Ben MacDhui while a rising wind blew across the plateau. Not wishing to be caught in a storm in such an exposed place, he began to descend the Corrie Etchachan track, and as he did so the sound of footfalls in the mist behind him reached his ears. What was particularly eerie was the long intervals between them. He wrote:


I am not unduly imaginative, but my thoughts flashed instantly to the well-known story of Professor Collie and Fear Liath Mor. Then I felt the reassuring weight of the loaded revolver in my pocket. Grasping the butt, I peered about in the mist here rent and tattered by eddies of wind. A strange shape loomed up, receded, came charging at me! Without hesitation I whipped out the revolver and fired three times at the figure. When it still came on I turned and hared down the path, reaching Glen Derry in a time I have never bettered.


In her book The Secret of Spey Wendy Wood described how in the Lairig Ghru pass she had a ‘panic attack’ when a huge voice seemed to echo about her, though she could not distinguish the words. She sought a natural explanation and wondered if an injured climber was buried in the snow. Although she searched the area in widening circles she found no one and the fear she had been trying to keep in check could no longer be ignored. Her one desire was to get away from the place.


As she hurried away she had the feeling that something was following her, with the same enormous strides that had alarmed Professor Collie. Stumbling desperately down the Lairig Ghru pass ahead of the remorseless crunching footsteps she did not pause for breath until she was close to Whitewell. She concluded: ‘After all the evidence that can be gathered we are no nearer a reasonable solution of the identity of the huge being who is felt, seen and heard by persons of such widely different proclivities in the same vicinity.’


For a long time a book wrapped in oiled silk was kept at a shelter on the upper slope of the mountain, in which accounts of the mountain’s uncanny happenings were listed and in which climbers could add their own experiences.


BILLY BLIN In Cornwall Billy Blin was an evil multi-headed demon who had a particular hatred of King ARTHUR. At Arthur’s court he hid himself  in a tub to spy on the king and his courtiers but was detected by Sir Bredbedal, the Green Knight, who trounced him and forced him to wait upon the Knights of the Round Table.


In Scotland Billy Blin was a completely different character, being a benign brownie-type fairy who enjoyed helping families with good advice and protecting them against witches and evil sorcery. He was also known as Billy Blind as he was said to have his eyes covered with a bandage.


BIRCH A rural MAY DAY custom was to decorate a branch of birch with red and white ribbons and place it in a stable doorway as protection against witches taking the horses for frenzied rides at midnight.


BLACK ANNIS Until recent times disobedient children in Leicester were told that Black Annis would catch them if they did not behave. If they played too late in the area once known as the Dane Hills she would flay them alive, devour their flesh and tan their skins by hanging them on a tree. This hag-like monster lived in a cave where she waited for children who wandered away from their homes. Some folklorists suggest that Annis was originally Anu, wife of the Celtic god Llud.


BLACKBERRY A country dictum warned that blackberries should not be picked after 11 October, the former date of Michaelmas Day (which now falls on 29 September). This was the anniversary of Lucifer being expelled from Heaven and plunging to earth where he landed painfully in a blackberry bush. This so angered him that on each anniversary of his fall he spits on all the berries.


BLACK DOG HOTEL Like several other British inns that have been named after phantom hounds, the Black Dog Hotel in Uplyme on the Devon–Dorset border took its name from a spectral dog. The canine ghost used to haunt a partly demolished mansion next door where it had been responsible for the owner finding a hoard of coins from the reign of Charles I. Since then it has been said to materialize in the lanes in the vicinity, especially in Black Dog Lane which runs past the hotel’s back garden. Another version is that a black dog was killed on the premises when he tried to defend his master, who was murdered by a thief.


BLACK DOGS Legends of supernatural Black Dogs are widespread, and they are usually described as being the size of a calf and having burning eyes. The most alarming member of the breed is the Barguest of the north of England, whose appearance is made even more frightening by his unique pair of horns. Skriker is the name by which the local Black Dog is known in Lancashire and Yorkshire; in East Anglia he is Black Shuck; in Lincolnshire, Hairy Jack; and in the country round Leeds he is Padfoot. Capelwaite was the name of an unearthly hound in the old county of Westmorland and it would seem that he had some fairy attributes because he was sometimes helpful to farming folk. Once he was credited with acting as a sheep dog until he vanished when exorcized by a parson.


BLACK MASS The ceremony known as the Black Mass is said to have been devised by Catherine de Medici in company with other devotees of the black arts following the death of her husband in 1559. The ceremony was a parody of the Roman Catholic mass, and according to sensational descriptions it was conducted over the body of a naked girl. In Britain the Black Mass had little or nothing to do with witchcraft, although thanks to some writers of occult fiction they are now often regarded as synonymous.


BLACK PRINCE Edward III’s eldest son Edward was known as the Black Prince. According to Froissart, he was ‘styled black by terror of his arms’. Through his brilliant victories he won a place in England’s pantheon of semi-legendary heroes. He came to be regarded as a paragon of chivalry after winning his spurs on the field of Crècy, though in his last campaign the sack of  Limoges stained his reputation. On 19 September 1370 his troops entered the city and Edward, suffering from dropsy, was carried in on a litter in the tradition of EDWARD I and RICHARD I. But those two kings had been borne into action against redoubtable foes, while Edward was carried to a massacre of innocent citizens.


Before crossing the Channel to campaign in France the Black Prince stayed at Hall Place in Bexley, Kent, and it is to this historic mansion that his phantom returns as a warning when England is endangered. It is usually at twilight when he is seen in his black armour and his appearances are accompanied by faint medieval music.


BLACK SHIP It was at Priest’s Cove just north of Land’s End on the Cornish coast that a notorious wrecker and his gang used to lure vessels on to the rocks with false lights, sometimes tied to the horns of cattle which were then sent along the shore. Seamen who were washed up with the cargoes from the wrecks were put to death as they struggled through the surf, and all evidence of the crime was washed away by the next high tide. But, if an old Cornish legend is to be believed, retribution came to the wrecker as he lay in bed with a severe illness. A terrible storm blew up and through it appeared a black ship fitted with black sails; it was seen to come round Cape Cornwall against the wind as if it was sailing on the calmest of seas. The wrecker saw the sinister vessel through his window and became convinced that it was a ship from Hell coming to collect his soul. As it approached the shore he fell back dead and at that instant the black ship put about and disappeared into the storm.


Another Cornish ‘black ship’ legend relates to a square-rigged vessel that used to appear off Porthcurno when the horizon became indistinct with haze, and which was regarded as a harbinger of evil by sailors.


BLACK SHORE The Black Shore is the area of a beach below the line of seaweed left by high tides and is a safe refuge for fairies abroad at night.


BLACKTHORN According to an ancient country tradition the Crown of Thorns was fashioned from blackthorn. Because of this connection blackthorn was said to bloom on the old calendar Christmas Eve, like the HOLY THORN of Glastonbury. If a flowering branch were brought into a house it was a sign that one of the family would soon die. On the other hand it could ensure good fortune if treated in the correct way. On New Year’s morning in Herefordshire it was a custom to fashion a crown from blackthorn twigs, scorch it in a fire and then hang it beside the seasonal mistletoe. On farms in Worcestershire the crown was baked in the oven and carried to a cornfield where it was burnt. To guarantee a rich harvest its ash was then sprinkled over the part of crop that had been sown first.


BLACK TOBY In June 1750 a company of dragoons, all veterans of Dettingen, were billeted in Blythburgh in Suffolk. Under the influence of drink a drummer named Tobias Gill strangled a local girl and was later found unconscious beside her body on Blythburgh Heath. Gill was an African, and was known to his fellow soldiers as Black Toby. He was hanged on 14 September and buried at a crossroads, as was the custom for criminals. It was believed that his comrades disinterred his body at night and reburied it in Holy Trinity churchyard, close to the east window of the church. Black Toby’s ghost reappears during the month of June in a swaying hearse drawn by four black horses. Just when the speeding vehicle is about to crash into the churchyard wall the phantom leaps over it and vanishes among the tombstones to his secret burial place.


BLACK VAUGHAN In the fifteenth century the folk of Kington in Herefordshire went in fear of the phantom of Thomas Vaughan, whose character in life had earned him the sobriquet Black Vaughan. He was killed at the battle of Danesmoor near Banbury in 1469 and his ghost became so troublesome to the community, even daring to haunt the local church, that twelve priests were called in to exorcize it. The object of the ceremony was to summon the ghost into a circle, a form of exorcism that had magical undertones, and then shrink it until it could be sealed into a tiny box. When this was done the box was thrown into nearby Hergest Pool. According to one legend the pool was once drained and a workman found the box in the mud and opened it. Black Vaughan was free again and once more became the terror of the neighbourhood until a second exorcism was held and he was ‘laid’ under the roots of a large tree.


BLANCHLAND Hidden away on the Durham–Northumberland border, Blanchland is one of England’s best preserved villages, although it began as a Premonstratensian abbey, whose white-robed monks inspired its name. The abbey’s isolation was its protection against Scottish raiders until the fourteenth century, when a massive incursion by Moray and Douglas brought terror to the district. News of the advancing Scots reached the abbey and the monks prayed that the invaders would not be able to find the way to their refuge. Their prayers were answered when a thick mist shrouded the great Hexhamshire Common and filled the Derwent Valley in which the abbey was situated. So jubilant were the monks that their enemies would not be able to locate them that they tolled a Te Deum in gratitude. The joyous sound was to be their death knell as a party of Scots followed the sound of the bells until they reached its source. They killed the monks in their church and today an ancient stone cross in Blanchland’s churchyard marks the spot where the victims were buried. There was a long-held tradition that on each anniversary of the massacre Blanchland’s church bells tolled by themselves, while the shades of the murdered monks materialized briefly in the churchyard. It is still part of Northumbrian folklore that the ghost  of the abbot slain over six centuries ago still glides over Blanchland’s high-arched bridge spanning the River Derwent.


BLAXHALL STONE It was an old belief in East Anglia that certain stones were capable of increasing in size. A remnant of this belief survives in the form of the 5-ton Blaxhall Stone near Blaxhall in Suffolk. Its ability to put on weight was said to have been first observed in the latter part of the nineteenth century when it was described as being the size of a loaf of bread.


BLEEDING TEST In 1612 Jennet Preston of Gisburn-in-Craven sought advice from members of a witches coven in Pendle Forest on how to bring about the death of one Thomas Lister. The advice must have been satisfactory because the victim fell mortally ill, and just managed to accuse Jennet Preston of witchcraft with his last breath. She was seized and taken to where his body lay. She was then forced to place her hand upon it, as there was a widely held belief that a corpse would bleed if its murderer touched it. Blood duly appeared and though at the York Assizes Jennet maintained that she was innocent this supernatural sign was enough to send her to the gallows.


See also THE LANCASHIRE WITCHES


BLESSING THE PLOUGH This old custom survives at Chichester in Sussex where on the first Sunday after Twelfth Night farm vehicles are taken to be blessed at the cathedral, with the words ‘God speed the plough’. For other places where this old ceremony has been revived see the January section in the Folklore Year.


BLESSING THE SALMON NETS Towards midnight on 14 February fishermen congregate on the banks of the River Tweed near Berwick-upon-Tweed, Northumberland. This is the beginning of the salmon net-fishing season and the vicar of nearby Norham blesses the nets and boats, after which the fishermen set out to make their first catch.


BLESSING THE THROATS In the fourteenth century St Blaize was credited with a miracle that saved the life of a boy who was choking to death. It followed that the saint became the patron of people afflicted with throat complaints. On the Feast of St Blaize, which falls on 3 February, a healing service is held at St Ethelreda’s Church in Ely Place, London. During the ceremony sufferers’ throats are touched on either side by two candles bound together. St Blaize, a bishop in Cappadocia, was renowned for his medical knowledge. In order to escape persecution under Diocletian and Maximilian he retired and lived the life of an anchorite in a remote rock-dwelling. Many similar dwellings are still to be seen in Cappadocia. Finally he was captured, tortured and executed. Following his canonization it was the custom for candles placed on his altar to be used to cure ailments in both humans and animals.


BLICKLING HALL See PHANTOM COACHES


BLIND BEGGAR The name of this pub on London’s Whitechapel Road commemorates the legend of Henry, the son of Simon de Montfort, who lost his sight as a result of injuries he received at the Battle of Evesham in 1265. In order to escape his father’s enemies Henry went to London and assumed the role of a beggar in Bethnal Green. His daughter Bessie, who was renowned for her beauty, suffered as a result of his occupation. A number of highly suitable young men courted her until she confessed that her father was a beggar. But finally a knight fell so deeply in love with her that her father’s occupation did not affect his determination to marry her. At the wedding feast a beggar appeared and was admitted to the hall, where he flung off his ragged cloak to reveal Henry de Montfort in costly dress. After explaining to the bridegroom why he had taken on the role of a beggar, he presented the couple with the fruits of his mendicity – which amounted to three thousand pounds.


BLUEBELL INN This pub in Belmersthorpe, Lancashire, was once a religious establishment. It dates back to the eleventh century when Earl Leofric said to his young bride, ‘I shall give you this hamlet as a wedding present. What will you call it?’ She replied, ‘Bells from the church, and mist from the river over the meadows.’ From this came the name Bell-mist-thrope, which today is Belmersthorpe. Leofric’s bride was LADY GODIVA and after she had been presented with the village she built a small monastery there, which much later became the Bluebell Inn. The Bluebell’s ghost is that of a hunchback who was employed to carry messages to the monastery from the castle.


BLUE BEN Blue Ben was the name given to a dragon who once lived Smaug-like in a great cavern in Putsham Hill near Kilve in Somerset. He built a stone causeway from the entrance of his lair to the sea so that he could go swimming when he found  his cavern too hot. Unfortunately for Blue Ben the Devil caught him one day and from time to time harnessed him to use as a mount for riding through the streets of Hell. The dragon hated this because of the intolerable heat. One day when he was hurrying along his causeway to cool off he slipped and fell into the mud below and was drowned. In the nineteenth century the fossilized bones of an ichthyosaurus were unearthed near Glastonbury, which local people were ready to claim proved the truth of the Blue Ben legend.


BLUE BURCHES A mischievous hobgoblin who attached himself to the family of a cobbler in the Blackdown Hills of Somerset, Blue Burches revelled in playing tricks such as putting a magical glow round the house to make it appear as though it was ablaze. Despite such pranks the family found him amusing and the cobbler often boasted about his fairy lodger. When a priest heard of this he came to the conclusion that Blue Burches must be a demon and exorcized him.


BLUE MEN OF THE MINCH While mermaids are often pictured as beautiful, long-haired creatures with a penchant for mortal men, mermen can be far more sinister. Worst of all were the Scottish Blue Men of the Minch. They had long beards and as their name suggests their skins were blue. Living in undersea caves in the Sound of Shiant, the mermen would swim up to the surface of the Minch, whose Gaelic name Sruth nam Fear Gorma means the Channel of the Blue Men. Here they would call up terrible tempests and wreck any ships that attempted to pass through the Minch. The curious thing about the Blue Men was their fascination with rhyming games. Before they destroyed a vessel they would challenge its master to a verbal contest and if he won they let his ship sail on. One theory is that the legend originated when some Moorish slaves, used by the Vikings to pull their oars, were abandoned in the Minch, still wearing their traditional blue robes.


BLYTHBURGH’S SATANIC VISITATION Holy Trinity Church at Blythburgh in Suffolk suffered a satanic visitation on 4 August 1577 when what an old pamphlet described as a ‘strange and terrible tempest’ struck the church. It caused the spire to crash through the roof, shattering the font and killing three worshippers. The shocked congregation were aware that this was not a natural disaster as the Devil appeared among the chaos in the form of a great black dog. It left gash-like claw marks on the church door as it set off to wreak further havoc on the Church of the Holy Trinity at nearby Bungay. In his Annals or a General Chronicle of England the sixteenth-century historian John Stow wrote that when the black dog, accompanied by the tempest, reached the second church he entered with


fearful flashes of fire which . . . moved such admiration in the minds of the assembly that they thought doomday had already come. This black dog, or the devil in such a likeness (God He knoweth all who worketh all) running all along down the body of the church with great swiftness, and incredible haste . . . passed between two persons, as they were kneeling in prayer, wrung the necks of both of them at one instant clean backward, insomuch that even at the moment where they kneeled they strangely died.


BOAT RACE Over a course stretching 41⁄4 miles from Putney to Mortlake on the River Thames, rowing crews from the universities of Oxford and Cambridge have battled it out since 1845. Before that the race was held at Henley, where it was inaugurated in 1829. Considered to be one of the world’s greatest as well as oldest sporting events, it takes place annually at the end of March or early in April. Occasionally there have been misadventures. In 1859 the Cambridge boat sank, in 1912 both boats sank, and Oxford crews had to swim for it in 1925 and 1951.


BOGGARTS Although Boggarts were often thought of as malevolent fairy creatures, some were so affable that they would sometimes help farmers to thresh their corn. One such Boggart in Cumbria was always very helpful to a particular farmer who gave his fairy helper a jug of cream at the end of each day. When the farmer died his son took over the farm and the Boggart continued as before until the new owner’s wife tried to economize by giving him a jug of skimmed milk instead of cream. The Boggart was so affronted that he made life as difficult as possible for the couple by such tricks as clashing pans together through the night. When they could not put up with his tricks for another night they rose at dawn one morning, loaded their possessions on to their cart and hurried away to find a new home, in the hope that by leaving so early they would escape their tormentor. On the road they encountered a neighbour who wanted to know if they were ‘flitting’. Before they could answer the Boggart’s voice came from a milk churn in the cart, ‘Aye, neighbour, we’re flitting!’


BOGIES A Shropshire legend tells how two Bogies, or evil fairies, were fatally tricked by a farming family named Reynolds. The Reynolds’ misfortune was to find they had two uninvited guests in their farmhouse – Bogies in the form of an old man and an old woman. The spiteful couple made life so unbearable for their unfortunate hosts that one night the Reynolds took their belongings and slipped away to another farm. When they unpacked their possessions they discovered that they had left behind a valuable salt cellar and the cowherd Edward was sent back to collect it. On arriving at the old farm he found the Bogie couple waiting for him at the door, and when he picked up the salt cellar and started back to the Reynolds’ new home they followed him. Once more the family was tormented by the malicious antics of the fairy couple until they could stand it no longer. They made Edward lie down in front of the fire and spread straw over him. When the Bogies came into the room the farmer suggested that they sit on the straw and let the fire warm them. The moment they did so Edward sprang up with such force that they were pitched into the fire and the Reynolds used pitchforks to hold them there until the flames consumed them.


BOLEYN, QUEEN ANNE When Henry VIII abruptly left Anne Boleyn’s side at a May Day tournament at Greenwich and ordered her arrest for treason many courtiers rejoiced that the influence of the ‘royal witch’ was at an end. Those who had resented her power since the king married her in secret in January 1533 spread rumours that she had used witchcraft to capture his affections and usurp Queen Catherine of Aragon. Their accusations were endorsed by the fact that Anne had a sixth finger on her left hand, a minor deformity that her enemies claimed was a mark of the Devil. According to Eustace Chapuys, the Imperial ambassador, the king once exclaimed, ‘I was seduced into this marriage. I was wrought upon by witchcraft. Yea, that is why God will not suffer me to have male children.’ The last sentence referred to Henry’s desperation for a male heir, Anne having been delivered of a stillborn son in January 1536.


BOLSTER The legend of Bolster the Cornish giant illustrates that while giants may have been feared for their size, humans had no mercy when dealing with them. Bolster had the misfortune to fall in love with a beautiful woman named Agnes who happened to be a saint dedicated to converting the pagans of Cornwall. This greatly annoyed her as she hated to have the uncouth creature watching her with an ardent expression while she preached about brotherly love and Christian virtues. At length she decided to use guile to rid herself of the pest. She walked along the top of some cliffs until she reached a deep well close to Chapel Porth. She then turned to Bolster who had been lumbering after and demanded if he loved her. Delighted that she should be thinking along such lines he nodded his head.


‘Then prove it to me,’ said the saint.


‘How?’ Bolster asked.


‘If you fill this hole with your blood I shall know that your love is true.’


Bolster gazed at her beautiful face and was lost. Without a word he lay down by the hole, took out his knife and cut his wrist so that the blood flowed into the cavity. Minutes passed as his lifeblood drained away and with glazing eyes he peered into the hole in the hope of seeing it fill but it never did. Agnes had not told him that the hole led down to the sea. The reddish marks where the giant’s blood flowed over the rocks are still to be seen at Chapel Porth.


BONELESS Probably the most disgusting entity in English folklore was to be found in Oxfordshire. Known accurately as Boneless, it was a noisome mass of wet white flesh that lay like a giant jellyfish in remote rural pathways. Although it had no limbs it could move at great speed. At night it would wait in ambush for a lonely traveller, then give chase and engulf him.


BONNIE PRINCE CHARLIE The reputation of the County Hotel in Dumfries as Scotland’s most famous haunted hotel is based not on spectacular paranormal phenomena but on the exalted position its ghost holds in the hearts of the Scots. The resident phantom is Bonnie Prince Charlie who, according to the Scottish Tourist Board, ‘constantly wore a frustrated look and appeared so often that a lounge was named after him’.


On 23 July 1745 Charles Edward, affectionately known as the ‘Young Chevalier’ or ‘Bonnie Prince Charlie’ by supporters of the Stuart cause, landed with seven followers at Eriskay in the Hebrides. His mission was to win the kingdom that his father, the Old Pretender, had failed to gain in the Jacobite Rebellion of 1715. His rebellion ended on 16 April 1746 on the battlefield of Drummossie Moor (now known as Culloden). The phantom of the prince returns not to the battlefield, as do the ghosts of some of his Highlanders, but to the County Hotel where he stayed during his campaign. The manifestation became news in 1936 when a guest in the lounge named after the prince beheld a figure, said to be dressed like a Jacobite, appear from a closet doorway, turn and go back through the same door. The guest found that the door was sealed, as it still is, and the room behind it was the one in which Bonnie Prince Charlie had slept.


See also Ghosts of CULLODEN


BORLEY RECTORY ‘The most haunted house in England’ was the epithet bestowed on Borley Rectory when public interest around the world made it one of the legends of the twentieth century. Its international fame began with a Daily Mirror article which began ‘Ghostly figures of headless coachmen and a nun, an old-time coach . . . which appears and vanishes mysteriously, and dragging footsteps in empty rooms. All these ingredients of a first-class ghost story are awaiting investigation by psychic experts.’ Dramatic as they seemed at the time, these words gave little hint of what was to emerge as the great ghost hunt progressed and the Borley Controversy was born. It continues to fascinate those interested in psychic matters.


In 1863 the Revd Henry Dawson Ellis Bull built his new rectory on the site of at least two earlier buildings on the outskirts of Borley village, 21⁄2 miles from Sudbury in Essex. As his family grew (there were finally fourteen children), the clergyman kept adding on to the house so that it became a rambling building that almost enclosed a courtyard with a well in one corner. This, coupled with the gloomy exterior that the old photographs show, tallied with the popular concept of how a haunted house should look.


The rectory had a large garden with a summer-house in which the Revd Bull and his wife would sit, hoping to glimpse the phantom nun who was said to appear on the path running along the garden’s southern boundary, which was known as the Nun’s Walk. According to Borley parishioners the legend of the nun went back to a time when a monastery stood on the site. A young monk fell in love with a novice from the nearby convent at Bures and eventually the guilty couple attempted to elope in a coach driven by a brother monk sympathetic to their predicament. However, the runaways were caught, the young monk hanged and the novice bricked up in the foundations of the monastery. It was a good traditional tale, spiced up with anti-Catholic propaganda, but without a scrap of historical fact. When the records were searched it was found that no monastic building had ever stood at Borley.


Despite this, appearances of a phantom nun were well known to the Revd Bull’s family. After his death in 1892 his son, the Revd Harry Foyster Bull, took over the parish and in 1900 three of his sisters saw the apparition gliding along the Nun’s Walk. The next incumbent was the Revd G. Eric Smith, who took up residence at the rectory in October 1928 with his wife Mabel. Although they only remained there for nine months it was through them that Borley became a household name. Mabel Smith became so anxious over peculiar happenings in her new home that finally her husband contacted the Daily Mirror’s ‘advice column’, in the hope that some method of curbing them might be suggested.


The rector was naive to think that a newspaper would be content merely to respond with a ‘household hints’ reply. Instead the editor sent a staff reporter named V.C. Wall to Borley and his article appeared on 10 June 1929. Two days later, at the request of the Daily Mirror, the well-known psychic investigator Harry Price went to Borley for a more professional interview with the Smiths. They told him of ‘sibilant whisperings’, inexplicable ringing of bells and the sound of ‘invisible’ footsteps, and  an upper window that appeared to be lit up although there was no illumination in the room. Poltergeist activity included keys shooting out of locks. Apparitions had been seen by two maidservants who had been employed there. The Smiths left the rectory soon afterwards and on 16 October 1930 a cousin of the late Revd Harry Bull, the Revd Lionel Foyster, moved into the Rectory with his wife Marianne. They were to remain there for five years, during which time most of the phenomena centred around Marianne Foyster. The Revd Foyster kept a diary of unusual events which he entitled ‘Fifteen Months in a Haunted House’ and later he gave Harry Price permission to quote from it. Among the paranormal events that took place were messages written on walls by an unseen hand appealing for ‘Mass’, ‘light’ and ‘prayers’, while poltergeist forces still caused bells to ring and apported showers of stones.


The Foysters left the rectory in October 1935 and it remained empty until May 1937 when Harry Price rented it for a year. He then advertised in The Times for people who were intrepid, critical and unbiased to make observations at Borley. Out of two hundred replies Price selected forty volunteers and worked out a rota for them to stay at the house. The chief of these investigators was Sidney H. Glanville, whose reports added a great deal to the Borley dossier, while his daughter Helen, using a planchette device, found an explanation for the ‘Borley nun’ mystery. According to the message she was a French girl named Marie Lairre who had been murdered by drowning at Borley in 1667 by Leslie Waldgrave, a member of a once-famous local family. There was also a ‘spirit prophecy’ that the rectory would be destroyed by fire.


Harry Price’s tenancy ended in May 1938 and later that year the rectory was taken over by Captain Gregson who, like the other residents of the rectory, experienced paranormal phenomena. Then, on 27 February 1939, an oil lamp was upset in the hall and the rectory was razed in the resulting inferno. During the fire figures were seen at the upper windows, even though Captain Gregson was the only occupant when the fire broke out.


In 1943 excavation of the cellar revealed parts of a skull that the Senior Assistant Pathologist at Ashford County Hospital, Dr Eric Bailey MRCS, MRCP identified as human and possibly that of a woman. Borley buffs wondered if the remains, which were  properly re-interred in Lyston churchyard, could have belonged to Marie Lairre. Understandably the haunting of Borley rectory became a matter of controversy, which increased after the death of Harry Price in March 1948. In the Inky Way Annual of that year a journalist named Charles Sutton, who had visited Borley in company with Price in 1929, claimed that Price had faked supernatural phenomena and described how an apported pebble hit him on the head during an investigation at the rectory. In the long-withheld disclosure he wrote: ‘After much noisy “phenomena” I seized Harry and found his pockets full of bricks and pebbles.’ The pro-Price faction considered that bricks in pockets would have been too obvious but criticism of Price continued. In 1973 Paul Tabori, literary executor to the Harry Price estate, and Peter Underwood, who investigated the Borley case over three decades, wrote The Ghosts of Borley Rectory, published by David & Charles, in which they declared: ‘We believe that the Borley hauntings represent one of the most interesting, most cohesive and varied chapters in the history of psychical research and that they contain, as in a microcosm, the whole range of psychic phenomena.’ Meanwhile it would seem that some of the rectory’s ghosts moved to Borley Church, where there have been reports of disembodied footsteps, the materialization of a shrouded figure and, after the empty church has been securely locked up, the inexplicable moving of objects and the sound of organ music. The legend continues.


BORTHWICK CASTLE An effeminate-looking boy is the phantom which haunts Borthwick Castle, south of Edinburgh. In fact, the spectre is not that of a boy at all but Mary Queen of Scots. It was in this castle, which dates back to 1430, that Mary stayed with the Earl of Bothwell after marrying him on 15 May 1567, a week after he had divorced the wife he had only recently married. When the castle was blockaded by the Earl of Morton the couple escaped from Borthwick and departed in different directions, Mary disguised in the clothes of a youth.


BOTTLE KICKING AND HARE PIE SCRAMBLE One explanation of the origin of this custom, celebrated at Hallaton in Leicestershire every Easter Monday, is that in 1770 a woman was threatened by a bull when crossing a field. She feared the worst when the animal came at her but at that moment a hare darted in front of him and deflected his charge so that she was able to escape. To commemorate her deliverance she donated a piece of land to the local rector on condition that he and his successors annually furnished the villagers with two hare pies, two dozen loaves and a ‘sufficiency of ale’ at a piece of ground known as Hare Pie Bank every Easter Monday. It would be surprising if a connection was not also made between this ‘hare and Easter’ custom and the ancient Saxon rites for the spring goddess Ëastre, whose particular animal was the hare. Today the proceedings begin with a church service in the late morning and at 2.15 p.m. spectators and bottle-kicking contenders congregate at the Fox Inn. They then march behind a band to Hare Pie Bank outside the village where the eatables are scattered and scrambled for.
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