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INTRODUCTION


I am a storyteller who has been working in the north east since 1984. Many of the stories in this book are my retellings of oral tales or ballads that I have told to various groups over the years. Most have been shaped by a specific place in Northumberland, giving them their own colour and texture. The final three stories are my own invention but they too are inspired by the land, its folklore and the stories of people I met. Researching these tales has taken me to many hidden corners of the county in all weathers, often at dawn or dusk, and these experiences have also affected their final shape.


The special nature of the Northumberland folk tale is a consequence of its location and its landscape. Northumberland is a borderland with a large coastline facing out to Denmark across the North Sea. It embraces the hills of the Cheviots and the North Pennines and has large stretches of moorland with many river valleys. The coastline is largely made up of dunes, with a wide fertile coastal plain and settlements at the mouths of the rivers. It is the least inhabited county in England, with some of the wildest and most remote places. Its border with Scotland and the construction of Hadrian’s Wall mean that it also has many stories associated with early English history.


It is the nature of Northumberland’s borderland with Scotland that has shaped many of the stories. These lands have been constantly changing and shifting over hundreds of years. They have seldom been fixed for long, often disputed and fought over. They are the debateable lands, liminal lands, lands on a threshold. These lands are not just a threshold between two countries but between two worlds: this world and the ‘otherworld’, as our Celtic ancestors called it. The lands in and between the river valleys of the Wansbeck, the Coquet and the Aln and into the rugged uplands of the Simonside Hills and the Cheviots are rich with tales of the fairy folk. These fairy folk are found in the place names such as Dancing Hall, Dancing Green Hill, Dancing Green Knowe, Fairy Spring and Elf Hills. They are found in the border ballads ‘Tam Lin’ and ‘Childe Roland’, which entice us into this ‘otherworld’, the fairy world of our imaginations. These fairy characters are not the pretty winged creatures invented by our Victorian ancestors but feisty beings coming out of the land itself.


In this border region you can hardly walk a few hundred yards without encountering a tangible memory of the ancient past in the numerous Iron Age hill forts, Bronze Age cairns and boulders adorned with Neolithic rock art. If you trace these places on a map, it is possible to see a connection between these ancient sites and the places where the stories of the fairy folk are found. The Simonside Hill, known by one archaeologist as the ‘sacred mountain’, seems to be a locus for many of these stories, with its own tale of the ‘Deurgar’.


Northumberland has its own fairy race known as the ‘brown men’, who inhabit the moors and fells of these northern borderlands. They are distinct amongst English fairies in that they take on the role of protector spirits of the land and its wildlife as found in the stories of ‘The Brown Man of the Moors’ and ‘The Brown Man and the Cowt’.


South of Hadrian’s Wall, I found far fewer tales of the fairy folk. One fairy, however, that does exist here is a more playful character, the ‘Kow’, who is intent on playing mischievous tricks, ensuring that people do not take themselves too seriously.


Many of these stories of the fairy folk may have originated with our Anglo-Saxon ancestors or even earlier, with belief systems that revolved around the spirits of the land, when elves were seen to inhabit rocks, rivers and trees. The coming of Christianity challenged belief in these beings. Close to Brinkburn Priory, in a bend in the River Coquet, on top of an ancient settlement and within sight of Simonside Hill, there is a ‘fairy graveyard’. It is possible that this represents the death in the belief of the fairy folk rather than a place where fairies buried their dead. In his Table Book of 1844 Moses Richardson said that ‘the little people vanished as soon as the clergy said their prayers at a spot’. Revd John Horsley said in 1729 ‘the fairies have worn both out of date and out of credit’.


Nonetheless, the belief in the the fairy folk lived on for a good long time in Northumberland. One old Northumbrian man said to Michael Aislabie Denham, a collector of folklore in the early twentieth century, that where he dwelt, ‘there was not a solitary hawthorn tree away out in the green hills, standing amidst a circle of fine-cropped grass, that was not witness to a revel and dance between its encircling branches, in the twilight or pale light of the moon’. Auld Nannie Alnwick, a widow of the ancient race of Alnwick tanners in the early nineteenth century, had faith in the ‘good folk’ and set aside a ‘loake of meal and a pat of butter’, receiving double in return. She had often seen fairies enter into Harehope Hill and heard their pipe music die away as the green hill closed over them.


Christianity challenged the belief in the fairy folk but brought its own tales. The seventh century was a time of great religious conversions both amongst the kingly class and the ordinary people. Unlike today, Northumberland was a place of great power and influence, with kings such as Edwin and Oswald, both of whom were Bretwalda, having over-lordship of many of the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms of Britain. A symbol of their power can be seen in the mighty Castle of Bamburgh, looking out over the North Sea towards Scandinavia. This is the location of the story of ‘The Laidly Worm of Spindlestone Heugh’. The kings struggled with the opposing stories of their ancestors’ beliefs and the new Christian religion coming from outside. The Venerable Bede (673–735) chronicled many of these tales, so we have the stories of ‘Edwin Flirts with God’ and ‘Crow is Silenced’.


Along with the kings came the great men of Christianity, and none is of more importance in Northumberland than St Cuthbert, made bishop of Lindisfarne in AD 684. He believed in the old Celtic form of Christianity with its veneration of animals as seen in the stories of ‘Cuthbert and the Otters’ and ‘Cuthbert and the Birds’. It was he, along with St Aidan, of the early converts who persuaded the pagan Northumbrians to join the Christian church, and there are many stories associated with this.


The stories of Cuthbert are, in fact, as poignant in his death as in his life, as his body was carried by a group of monks around the North of England for many years looking for a suitable resting place, safe from the marauding Vikings. The place they finally rested was Dunholme, which eventually became known as Durham, as told in the story, ‘St Cuthbert and the Dun Cow’.


The coming of Christianity and these venerable saints did not create peace in these borderlands, so as well as there being many stories of the ‘otherworld’ there are numerous tales of disputed territory in our above-ground world too.


There was disputation between Scotland and England, but also between families on either side of the border. This was particularly so for 300 years from the thirteenth to the seventeenth century when the border reivers were active. At this time there was near anarchy in the region with big powerful ‘reiving’ families constantly attacking one another in raids for livestock and wealth. These families had names such as Armstrong, Dodds, Robson and Charlton, and nobody was safe unless they sought protection from one family or another. As a result of this and other cross- border disputes, Northumberland has over seventy castles, more than any other county in England, and literally hundreds of fortified farmhouses and watchtowers known as bastles and pele towers. I have only included a few of the many stories of the border reivers in this book but one of my ‘self-penned’ stories ‘The Gift of the Stone’, comes from those disturbed times, as does ‘The Hermit of Warkworth’.


Castles, of course, represent wealth, power and land ownership. People who have much wealth to guard have invariably caused some strife in accruing it and very often do not have a peaceful afterlife. So it is in the castles that we often find the stories of ghosts and unquiet souls. There is a string of them just below Hadrian’s Wall that echo this, as in the stories of ‘The White Lady of Blenkinsopp’, ‘The Ghostly Bridal of Featherstonehaugh’ and ‘The Unfortunate Minstrel of Bellister’.


There are tales also that echo the conflict between this big landowning elite, which still dominate much of Northumberland, and the less privileged who live around them. The northern gypsies whose king, William Faa, had his seat at Kirk Yetholm in the Northern Cheviots were one such group. The story of ‘The Faa’s Revenge’ encapsulates well the animosity that existed between these two groups.


It was not just distinct groups such as the gypsies who came into conflict with this elite set but also the village poor, particularly the defiant women who were often branded as witches. It is difficult to know how to tell stories of ‘witches’, who are usually portrayed as evil but may just be women holding on to a belief in the ‘old ways’. The stories ‘The Acklington Hare’ and ‘The Witch of Seaton Delaval’ bring this dilemma to light. ‘Meg of Meldon’ on the other hand appears to be a woman who holds both sides of the coin: a wealthy woman, owning castles, and also branded a bit of a witch.


In Northumberland dragons are known by the Anglo-Saxon name of ‘worm’. The story of ‘The Worm of Longwitton’ poses a similar dilemma to the telling of the ‘witch’ stories. What is the worm? Could it be the terrifying face of the Viking invaders, the pagan guardian of the well that a Christian knight needed to destroy or something else entirely?


The final chapter of the book includes three tales that are not strictly folk tales but ones that I created from specific places in Northumberland. ‘The Gift of the Stone’ and ‘The Plover’s Egg’ were inspired by the past history of the village of Blanchland as echoed in an old abbey and the ruins of a lead mine. Both were originally commissioned by the North Pennines Area of Outstanding Beauty. ‘The Poacher’ was inspired by talking to a farmer called Coulsen Teasdale from Kellah near Haltwhistle about salmon poaching in the 1940s.


I hope you enjoy reading the tales. I have loved writing them. Please read them or, better still, tell them to others.





Malcolm Green, 2014




1


FAIRYFOLK OF THE FELLS


THE BROWN MAN OF THE ELSDON MOORS


This story takes place on the moors just above Elsdon. It has always been contested land, close to the border with Scotland and near the site of the Battle of Otterburn. On Gallow Hill, overlooking the village, captured Scottish reivers were hung on the skyline. At Winter’s Stob, William Winter, a gypsy convicted of murder, dangled in full sight of those passing by on the road. Much nearer to our own time, there were giant placards across the moors protesting against the invasion of wind farms.





Two lads from Newcastle, wealthy enough to be out and about in their caps and tweeds, came to do a spot of hunting on the moors above Elsdon.


They had had a good day’s sport, and with their rifles in their hands and a good bag of game tied around their waists they climbed up to the top of Gallow Hill. There they stopped and spread themselves out in the heather to eat their chunks of bread and cheese in the warm afternoon sun.


The younger of the two lads got up and walked down to the Green Glen below to take a drink. He buried his face in the burn and sucked in the clear, sweet water, silently blessing the quiet of the place as he bent down. He raised his head to go when he saw something moving on the other side of the stream. At first his eyes couldn’t quite make out what it was and then he saw it: a strange little man staring straight at him. The fellow was strong, stout and camouflaged against the moor with a brown dress the colour of withered bracken and a great cloud of frizzled red hair. The lad realised that he was looking into the face of none other than the Brown Man of the Moors.


They stared at each other in silence for quite some time, the lad becoming increasingly uneasy as the countenance on the little fellow’s face became more and more ferocious. But he could neither move nor turn away.


Then eventually the brown man spoke. ‘Who do you think I am?’ he said in a glowering kind of way.


‘You are the lord of the moors,’ replied the young man, in a voice that trembled like the reeds around him.


‘And what do you think you are doing trespassing on my land?’ The brown man said harshly. ‘Slaying my creatures without thought or consideration, when all I eat is nuts and seeds.’ He waved his hand towards the sprawling vegetation bearing the fruit of the whortleberries, cloudberries and bilberries.


‘I meant no harm,’ said the young man, fingering his belt. ‘I will bring the game over and I vouch that I will shoot no more in your domain.’


The brown man’s countenance softened. He beckoned to the young man. ‘Come over here and I will show you something.’


The young man was about to jump over the burn when he heard a shout from the bank above. ‘What are you doing down there?’


He glanced up and saw his friend waving at him. He turned back to face the brown man but all he saw was an empty moor, the little fellow was gone. The lad scrambled up the hill and told his companion all that had happened.


‘It’s just as well you didn’t jump,’ his friend said. ‘The water was the only thing protecting you. He would have torn you apart!’


The two lads gathered their things and headed back to Elsdon, shaking their heads in wonder. As they turned a corner in the path, a grouse sprung up out of the heather in front of them. The younger lad raised his gun and took the bird down without thinking. He immediately felt a sharp pain in his side. They returned to spend the night at the Bird in Hand Inn. After settling themselves in their room they went to the bar and told their story to a group of locals. There followed a heated discussion.
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‘They say those dwarfs eat men,’ said one. But another piped up and said. ‘No, they are just there to make sure folks do right.’


Eventually the two went off to their beds. During the night, however, the pain in the younger lad’s side worsened and they abandoned the next day’s shooting to take the coach back to Newcastle.


Over the following days and weeks, the pain in the poor lad’s side only got worse, despite seeing several doctors. Within six months he was dead.


THE BROWN MAN AND THE COWT


This story takes place between Keilder Castle in Northumberland and Hermitage Castle in Scotland. Keilder is a place of extremes. It is home to the biggest plantation wood in Europe; it has the darkest skies in England; and it has a mighty lake covering a drowned village. Hermitage Castle, on the other side of the border, however, is a strange and desolate place.





The Cowt of Keilder was a big man, some called him a giant. There was nothing he liked better than to hunt in the wild places around Keilder Castle, returning home with a boar, a stag or a capercaille. He feared little but he did have a rival: the great Lord Soulis, a master of the black arts, who lived over the border.


One morning the Cowt was bridling his horse, calling his hounds, when his wife came to the great oak doors of the castle with a look of distress upon her face. ‘Which way do you take your hunt today?’ she said. ‘Is it eastwards along the Tyne or do you go north to the borderlands?’


‘North!’ he shouted. ‘They say that the game is sweet over there.’


She wrung her hands, ‘My lord,’ she cried, ‘I fear for your life. Lord Soulis would like nothing better than to spill your blood with that enchanted sword of his.’


But the Cowt just laughed. ‘Don’t fear my love, my own protection is complete, for my helmet is of sand, formed by mermaid’s hands and my plume is of rowan leaves. No man can harm me.’


He shouted to his party and they left the castle, journeying through forest and on to the wide open moors. The hunt was on, and the Cowt blew his hunting horn three times. The first time he blew, a curlew shrieked from up above. The second time, the wind dropped to a deathly stillness whilst the fronds of fern still waved wildly over the hill. The third time, a wee man appeared from the thick tangle of heather; his frizzy hair as red as the moor grass, his tunic the brown of winter bracken and a hedgehog on his arm. The brown man of the moors stared at the Cowt with fearsome eyes.


‘What business have you here, breaking the silence of the morning and raising the horn for the stag without permission from me? Trouble will befall you, if you continue on your way.’


The Cowt, however, was imperious in front of his fellow men. He brushed the brown man aside and continued up the fell. They rode to the mighty Keilder stone and for good luck and blessing, they rode around it three times sun-wise. On the third time a familiar voice rumbled beneath the stone where the vervian grew.


‘Curses on you who ignores the words of the brown man o’ the moors.’


An unseen shiver went down the Cowt’s spine but still he took no heed and rode on over the border past the birch and the blueberries and into the bonnie brae of Liddlesdale. Approaching Hermitage Castle, a man ran out. ‘Lord Soulis welcomes you and has prepared a feast in the hall.’


‘Have a fine grip on your swords,’ the Cowt yelled at his men. ‘For this might be trick or treachery!’


Lord Soulis was surprisingly jolly for an old foe and shook the hand of the Cowt as he entered, ‘Take your seats at the table, eat, drink and be merry, you are my guests today.’ Red wine slipped down throats, hunting songs were sung and all was merry until suddenly the tapers went out and the party was plunged into darkness.


‘It’s a trap, take your weapons and flee!’ shouted the Cowt. But not one of his men could raise themselves from their seats. They were held fast by Lord Soulis’s magic.


Only the Cowt himself, protected as he was by the rowan leaves, was able to stand. With his powerful arms, he carved a path through the throng of Soulis’s men and not one of their weapons could pierce his skin. He threw open the mighty oak doors and dashed out on to the moor, plunging his sword down many a throat as he went. A small party stayed in pursuit, amongst them Lord Soulis. But the giant figure of the Cowt led them a merry chase to Liddleswater, beyond which was his homeland. He turned and yelled, ‘Soulis, your dark arts cannot touch me!’ It was then that the brown man took his revenge. Lord Soulis heard a voice whisper from the heather and glimpsed the face of the red-haired fairy.


‘Force him into the water and he will be yours.’


Soulis shouted to his remaining men.


‘Into the water with him!’ And with their pikes and spears they thrust him off the bridge and under. The Cowt of Keilder’s helmet of mermaid’s sand, with its plume of rowan leaves was carried away by the current.


All protection gone, their spears entered his soft flesh and the Cowt drowned.


Oh for the folly of ignoring the words of the brown man of the moor!


LORD SOULIS AND THE REDCAP


This is a short story that is really an addendum to the above, introducing a new fairy character.





Lord Soulis returned to Hermitage Castle triumphant but here there is another fairy character that enters this story: the little redcap, who inhabits places of tyranny and cruelty, such as castles, bastles, pele towers. Unsurprisingly there was a redcap that lived in Hermitage. Normally redcaps are malign little creatures, looking like old men with large fiery-red eyes, skinny fingers with talons like eagles, matted hair streaming down their backs and iron boots; they are little creatures who take pleasure in hurling rocks at passing travellers and collecting blood in their red caps. The one at Hermitage was a familiar, in league with Lord Soulis, promising his evil master a charmed life, saying:





While thou shalt bear a charmed life,


And hold that life of me,


Gainst lance and arrow, sword and knife,


I shall thy warrant be.


Nor forged steel, nor hempen band


Shall e’er thy limbs confine;


Till threefold ropes of twisted sand


Around thy body twine.





But the fairy could not save his master from a pretty dreadful end. For the local people got so sick of his misdoings and cruelty they complained to Robert the Bruce, King of Scotland, who was tired of his wayward vassal and suggested that he be boiled in a cauldron. Whether he meant it literally or not, we do not know, but the people around him relished the challenge. The redcap tried to intervene to save him by ensuring that the ropes to bind him would not hold.





Redcap sly unseen was by,


And the ropes would neither twist nor turn.





But the people went to Michael Scott, the powerful Scottish wizard who had charms that were stronger still. And with this power they managed to bind Lord Soulis in lead and took him to the ‘old druid’s’ circle of Nine Stane Rig. Here they mounted a large bronze cauldron on stones in the circle, filled it with water and lit a fire beneath it. They boiled him alive.





On a circle of stone they placed the pot,


On a circle of stones but barely nine,


They heated it red and fiery hot,


Till the burnished brass did shimmer and shine.





They rolled him up in a sheet of lead,


A sheet of lead for a funeral pall.


They plunged him in the cauldron red,


And melted him, lead and bones and all.*





It is said that as Lord Soulis was led away from Hermitage for the last time, he tossed the key of the castle over his left shoulder to the redcap so that he might take charge of his hoard of treasure.


THE DEURGAR OF SIMONSIDE


This story is from the Simonside Hills, a wild rugged area, rich in archaeology and ancient history, with evidence of Mesolithic, Neolithic, Bronze Age and Iron Age settlements. The place is full of intrigue, including a large stone (known as Thompson’s Rock) with a 1.7 metre hole running through it which very nearly lines up with the rising sun at midwinter and the setting sun at midsummer. From the summit you can see the Cheviot Hills to the north-west and the sea to the east, with the town of Rothbury nestled in a bend of the River Coquet below. The name Rothbury comes from the Norse ‘Hrotha’s town’. ‘Deurgar’ is the Norse name for a dwarf.





It was midwinter and the man in the red jacket left Great Tosson to walk up Simonside Hill. He had left it a bit late to get up and down before dark, but nonetheless, something drew him. He crossed over the stile and walked past the snow-covered mound of the old Burgh fort, his feet crunching over the dead bracken. It was bitterly cold, the northerly wind straining at the bare branches of the rowan trees. He glanced over his shoulder and noticed the white curves of the hills bright in the low sun. The soft track turned into a gloomy path through trees. The snow here was replaced by a shining river of ice. He tried to increase his speed but twice his feet slipped from under him, sending him ignominiously cracking on to the ground. He felt self conscious despite the lack of human witnesses for he felt the mountain was watching his every step. He wasn’t long in the forest before he realised he had missed the path to the summit. He would have to make his way to the wood edge and scramble up to Raven’s Cleugh. He knew that there was no path but it was preferable to going back.


The snow was deeper here, and he sweated under his heavy garments as he struggled through the heather and on to the large slabs of weathered sandstone. Two ravens croaked above him. From here he could see the bulge of Simonside. The sun was sinking rapidly; it would be set before he got there. ‘Damn’, a slight flicker of worry. But he had his torch and he should be able to find his way down. The gusting wind rattled a rusty sheep fence; he pulled himself up and started walking more rapidly. He was sure he was being watched.


Eventually he reached the plateau from where he could just see the flickering lights of Rothbury below. Then a mist blew in, as it so often can on these hills, and the view below him was obscured. The man was not worried about it at first but it swirled in thicker and suddenly he couldn’t see a thing. He struggled on up the path in the direction of the summit and almost collided with a large pillar of rock. He felt for his torch in one pocket then the next. But he couldn’t find it, he had left it behind! A slight panic rose in him. There were nasty precipices here. He would have to wait. He crouched in the lea of the rock. It could easily snow again. He pulled his jacket tight around him, the hood over his head. He wasn’t sure if he could survive a night here. He just stared steadfastly into the mist as the last dregs of sunlight disappeared from the sky. A feeling of dread came over him.


He didn’t know how long he had crouched before he noticed the light. At first he thought his eyes were tricking him, but he looked again and it was definitely there. He was sure there were no dwellings here but the light was not moving, so what else could it be? He raised himself and cautiously fumbled his way toward it. His hands were numb. The heather snagged his unfeeling feet. But eventually he reached it: a shelter, a small round hut. An animal skin hung over the doorway, allowing the light to escape from a gap. It didn’t look like a shepherd’s hut, for the shape was wrong. The man carefully pulled the skin back and looked inside. There was a fire and on either side of it a large rock but nobody there. Perhaps it is the hut of a shepherd, an old shieling? Whoever it was, he was thankful. He sat on one of the rocks and held his hands to the fire; he edged his boots as close as he dared without melting the soles. On one side there was a pile of small branches, on the other two large logs. He put a bundle of sticks on the fire and it flared up.


He heard the sound of steps in the snow outside, the door covering moved and in walked a strange being, a person in all but stature, half the size of a normal human. He had rugged features and a tangle of wild red hair. The man shifted uncomfortably, conscious of his trespass, not knowing how to react or what to say. The dwarf went and sat on the rock facing him. The man looked up and was just about to explain himself, when he noticed the dwarf’s strange unspeaking countenance, which was neither hostile nor friendly, just completely ‘other’. A deurgar, the man said to himself. He shuddered, his tongue silenced. Even if he could speak, there were no words that would come out that would make any sense at all. They sat facing each other in silence. The fire burned down. The man reached out and fed the remaining small branches to the flames. They would not last long. His strange companion continued staring at him, then lent to the other side of the fire and picked one of the logs. The deurgar raised it up and shattered it on his leg. He fed the splinters into the fire, which danced with a million bright, warm flames, painting pictures in the man’s mind.
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He had no idea how long they sat there. The fire died down again and when he looked up the little man was staring at the one log remaining on the ground. Was he being challenged? There was no way he could break it on his leg the way the dwarf had. He resisted. Silence hung in the air like a stretched skin. He could bear it no more and twisted his body to reach out for the log when suddenly a cock crowed in the valley below. The first smudge of light appeared over the sea. He looked round and the hut was gone, the fire was gone and the deurgar gone. He found himself sitting on top of a bleak windswept rock leaning out into a void, a huge gaping chasm. Another inch and he would have fallen, his body shattered on the rocks below. He shuddered, and then with stiff arms and legs started to walk down towards Rothbury, his whole world spinning. But this time, as he walked, he noticed every step. His eyes and ears were open. He walked past the solar observatory and over the strange spiralling rock art of Lordenshaws. It was all alive in a way he had never seen it before.


THE HENHOLE


This story takes place in the College Valley in the far north of the Cheviots, sandwiched between the great hills of Hare Law to the east and Great Hethra to the west. It is a remote land full of power, contained in the many Iron Age hill forts and a stone circle lying quietly in the valley bottom. The College Burn carves its long, winding way down the valley from the Cheviot Hill, tumbling down the fearsome ravine of the Henhole and snaking its way through moorland, forest and over waterfalls to eventually join the River Till. The valley hums with life; the moorland birds weaving their ecstatic spring dances on the fells and the returning autumnal fish flinging themselves up the Hethpool waterfall. You may also hear high-pitched notes of a hunting horn calling to a pack of hounds as they spread out over the moors on the scent of a fox. Hunting has been happening here for a long time.
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