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1
            * Introduction *

         

         Folk culture is all around us: it is sitting in our churches, swinging from our pubs and dancing through our streets; it is patiently waiting to be discovered and appreciated, to be saved and cherished.

         In 2020 I started The Folk Archive as a way to increase interest in folk culture. I wanted to highlight the  pieces of everyday life that often get overlooked and that I believed were in danger of getting lost, such as pub signs, church kneelers and corn dollies. I set out on a journey to record these objects, as well as folk customs, rituals and tales, with the hope that through saving them we might collectively learn from our past and to help inform our future. This vision of the past and future coalescing formed the basis of my motto for The Folk Archive: folk from the past, folk from the present and folk for the future.

         For years I have scoured charity shops, car boot sales and junk shops for photographs, horse brasses, books, costumes: anything that I felt belonged to the category of ‘folk’. From these items a collection formed, but perhaps more importantly, so too did a methodology – one in which, both academically and practically, folk takes centre stage.

         As a practice, it can be hard to define. For me, there are a few helpful pointers to establish if something is folk:

         
	Has it been touched or made by the human hand?

            	Is it being made/performed with a particular locality in mind?

            	Is it for and of the people?

         

2There are, of course, a multitude of other questions you can ask yourself, but I find these are pretty helpful starting points, and they cover most objects, customs or places I’ll be discussing in The Lost Folk. At its core, folk does not belong to anyone; it is everybody’s – this is perhaps its most important and defining feature, and something it is key to remember in any consideration of a ‘folk’ object, custom or costume.

         What is folk?

         Before we look at what I believe ‘folk’ to be, I thought it might be useful to briefly define what has traditionally been considered as ‘folk’. Mostly, the term is used in relation to the traditional practices or customs of a place. This can be related to the music, art, dance or customs of a particular town or village, or of a particular country. Folk as a term involves both people who make ‘folk’ – those who perform it or create it – and those who ‘collect’ it.

         The people who ‘collect’ it are often talked about as ‘folklorists’. These people work to collect folk practices, including folk dances and folk tales. In many cases, these collectors of folk have been from the middle or upper class, while the people ‘performing’ or ‘enacting’ the folk practices have been working class.* Collectors have traditionally had very particular ideas about what or who should enter the canon of folk. This has meant that many people, customs and objects have been left out.

         As a whole, the canon of folk, as with that of other disciplines, has become one in which a select number of people have had an outsized 3voice in how it is collected and preserved for the future. Given that folk is of and for the people, it should not be so exclusionary, but instead for all of us to decide who and what is important. 

         In 1907 the folk song and dance collector Cecil Sharp, whom we will consider in more depth later, described folk music as ‘the song created by the common people’.1 This gives a sense, I think, of the pejorative way in which folk practice has been spoken about and recorded in the past: the ‘people’ were rendered as a generic group of nameless individuals from a particular class. So much of the way in which folk has been written about or discussed has implied an us and a them – ‘we are the ones who collect it, they are the ones who participate in it’. As a collector of folk myself, I aim to begin to redress this balance by actively engaging in folk practices local to me, and I can happily say this is a growing trend. I explore traditions that previously have been excluded because they haven’t met folklorists’ criteria for what constitutes folk, and I encourage everyone with an interest to do the same.

         My vision of folk

         It is important to note at this point that I don’t claim to be an expert on folk; it is such an expansive topic that it would be nearly impossible ever to truly understand it all. It is also constantly evolving and changing: just as you think you have a grip on it, it slips and morphs into something new. ‘Expert’ is generally an unhelpful term when talking about folk because both the making of folk and the collecting of folk should be an exchange of ideas, a coming together of community and a sharing of knowledge.

         Although I would of course count folk songs, dances and customs among my definition of what folk is, nostalgia also plays a large part in my vision of folk culture. Including nostalgic recollections within 4a definition of ‘folk’ could be seen as being at odds with more traditional folk collection practices, where the emphasis has tended towards factual accounts based on information recorded by a perceived ‘expert’. However, for me, nostalgia is often at the heart of why things become perceived as ‘folk’ by people and communities.

         Literally, ‘nostalgia’ means the yearning for a lost home. In the context of folk, this feeling can be applied more broadly to a lost place or object – somewhere or something mythic and unknowable, or belonging to a bygone time – that is held in the highest reverence by the people who remember it. A great number of folk customs encompass this nostalgia, but it can also be used in the context of much newer folk practices and objects, such as school plays, model villages and craft projects made from tinsel and crêpe paper, toilet rolls and bits of string. This is most readily seen in online Facebook groups and internet forums, where people gather together communally to reminisce about customs, traditions and places from a particular town or village – creating together an environment that feels like home.

         While nostalgia is sometimes perceived as being rose-tinted – and it certainly can be – in my own folk landscape, I do not wish to do away with the gritty or more frightening aspects of folk culture: they matter, too, and are important in moving our folk practices forward into the future so they can be truly inclusive. I believe folk should be about the full breadth of human experience, from childhood to death, and that scope must include everyone and all experiences of the world.

         Identifying new customs

         The youth jazz bands of Newcastle might not be considered a ‘folk custom’ in a conventional sense, but they perform many of the same  5functions that other, more traditionally accepted folk customs do: they bring people together into a community and mark particular points in the calendar through parades that feature music and costume. Likewise, in Toxteth– an inner-city area of Liverpool – since 2017, each 23 November, people have gathered together to celebrate their recently and long-since departed friends and relatives at the Toxteth Day of the Dead. It parallels older traditions in the use of DIY materials to create costumes and props for a procession through the streets. But here, people are building a new tradition: they are building the folk memory.

         The development of customs and the terminology associated with them are important aspects of the way folk culture evolves through history. The identification of new customs happens frequently, as communities evolve and build their own traditions. It is, I think, an extremely positive and exciting idea that folk can constantly move forward and that rather than being scared of the ‘new’, we can actively embrace it, alongside celebrating the past.

         Many folklorists have served a vital function in evolving folk via the invention of new terminology, for instance the folklorist Ellen Ettlinger’s use of the term ‘religious folklore’, which she came up with at a point in history when many religious customs were in danger of being lost in an increasingly secular post-war world. Her use of the term threw new light on customs and traditions associated with the Church.

         In my own work collecting and preserving folk culture, I have identified a series of customs and practices that falls under the banner of ‘municipal folklore’. These are all customs that, until this point, might not have fallen under the heading of folk because they have generally been associated with councils or institutions. Municipal folklore, like Ellen’s term, encapsulates a world of folk that has been largely ignored.

         6Customs, traditions and objects that fall under the category of municipal folk are varied, but their overarching and unifying factor is that, unlike many folk customs that are perceived as traditional, they sit not in the rural landscape but instead in the town- or cityscape. That is to say, they are all related to urban living in some way. This can, and does, include flowerbeds, fairs and charter days, pageants and processions. Municipal folklore is also often, but not always, instigated and organised by town councils or governing bodies.

         ‘Let nothing perish’

         For a long time, I have drawn inspiration from the collector and architect Charles Paget Wade’s Latin motto, Nequid pereat, which translates to ‘Let nothing perish’; it resonates with a sense of love and respect for all things.2 By its very nature, folk is often ephemeral. It can be tricky to catch, hard to preserve and even more difficult to resurrect. Folk customs are often ‘blink and you’ll miss them’ in their lifespans: costumes get worn and used and disintegrate, pub signs get painted over as new landlords arrive and local tales are lost as people move away.

         An interest in saving folk objects is so often the preserve of a few dedicated individuals who help keep a custom going or save items from a skip. These characters have very often, during their lifetimes, been ridiculed or considered eccentric for their passions. They have often had to go above and beyond to save objects or buildings. Take Isabel F. Grant, who opened the first ever open-air folk museum in Britain (although we will come later to an even earlier example). It was founded on the island of Iona in Scotland, where Isabel had collected agricultural tools, costumes and ephemera from the Highlands over a number of years and purchased a chapel to house them. Before long, this building was far too small, so she put on an 7exhibition in Inverness in the hope that someone would see the collection and deem it important enough to provide a larger and more permanent home. Alas, this was not the case, and Isabel moved the collection several times before finding a site in Kingussie in 1944.3 Isabel had to work extremely hard to keep the collection together, fighting against the odds and the turbulent times of the Second World War. Preservation of folk takes dedication and more than a little determination.

         In the summer of 2015, I was faced with the task of saving an archive myself. I come from a family of collectors: collectors of dolls, postcards, textiles, troll dolls and songs. My grandparents’ home had shelves filled with books, drawers filled with photographs and cupboards overflowing with magazines. My grandma even had a collection of gingerbread men in her kitchen.

         My great-aunt Barbara, a librarian by qualification, took it upon herself to become the family archivist. She carefully labelled and classified each photograph, birth certificate and piece of ephemera connected to many generations of the family. When she died, the family home was sold, and all her things were left in the care of my grandfather, who duly put them in the shed at the bottom of his garden. My grandfather was not a sentimental man, and for him this ‘archive’ was an encumbrance, taking up space, so into the shed the carefully labelled archive went and there it stayed until one summer’s day, when my mum, aunt and I decided to tidy it. At this point, we were unaware how thorough a job my great-aunt had done, but as we pulled out boxes it became apparent: she had researched each member of the family, saving everything she had collected.

         I discovered photographs of long-lost relatives, their lives and loves contained in these curated boxes. A shed is not the friendliest environment for paper, so many of the photographs had become stuck together; the negatives had taken on strange blurry 8splodges and the letters were littered with rat droppings. However, in among it were some items that had survived: out of one box came a tinted A4 photograph of a woman in mock Tudor garb, dated 1934. Contained within the same box was a programme for a pageant that took place in Ludlow the same year. The pageant was a rendition of John Milton’s masque ‘Comus’, and the programme contained a list of characters and a fold-out map of Ludlow Castle and seating plan. This lady in Tudor dress was my great-great auntie Enid, dressed as the ‘Merchant’s Daughter’.

         A little more research and I discovered this pageant, directed by Edward Baring, was one of the largest to take place in the whole of Britain in the 1930s.4 It was held to commemorate the first ever presentation of ‘Comus’ at Ludlow Castle on Michaelmas (29 September) 1634, and over a period of six days, 28,000 people watched it. The journalist Evelyn Lloyd states: ‘At every performance the seats were fully booked.’5

         This was pageantry on an enormous scale. Without this foray into my grandfather’s shed, and the scramble to save the family archive, I might never have discovered either the Ludlow pageant or the fact that my family played a small role in this huge moment of folk history in Shropshire. The experience of discovery, of saving and researching this archive, of fighting for its right to remain in the world, brought to mind so many other collectors and researchers whose reserves have been disbanded and broken up.

         The family archive is, of course, a uniquely personal treasure; quite often the photographs and papers collected in such a hoard are of no, or limited, interest to the outside eye. However, when I discovered the collection of pageant photographs, it set me thinking about all the folk customs, parties, fancy dress and revelry contained within any family archive, and the importance of saving these items of ‘lost folk’.9

         Folk is for everyone

         There is a danger that we forget the importance of our own place in the collection and preservation of history, that we can view the items of our own histories as irrelevant or uninteresting to the wider historical picture. Yet I would argue that they are possibly the most important fragments in building the bigger picture. Without the small moments – the photographs of pageants and churches, and the Christmas decorations – we would be without any sense of what real ‘folk’ culture is, and what a seasonal year actually entails for people in the modern world.

         From first visits to Stonehenge to maypole dances, family archives quite often contain within them pieces of our folk culture and history that would otherwise be lost; sites such as model villages, which are often deemed the preserve of rainy days and fulfil the need to occupy long summer holidays with an ‘activity’. They do, however, crop up frequently in photo albums across the world, with children posed next to miniature replicas of country pubs, town halls and watermills. Sometimes it is impossible to date them or even to find their location, but over time pieces can often be put together, and the jigsaw can be solved; sometimes it will never be. I hope to encourage people to discover these snippets and to appreciate them, even if their history and provenance are a mystery.

         Model villages are always handmade, usually with meticulous detail, and always rendered in miniature.† They almost always commemorate buildings within their locality, and are generally a mixture of traditional buildings and more modern structures. They are perfectly formed encapsulations of a village or town and its 10history and ways of life. Even so, the model village is not something that has typically been recorded by traditional collectors of folk. It is, perhaps, too modern – the earliest-known example dates from 1907 – and seen to be without merit. For me, however, these sites perform two roles that mean they deserve a place in any modern discussion of folk: they record buildings and places, and they are handmade. They have also, in recent years, begun to decline in number, for reasons ranging from landslides to low visitor figures. With upkeep being problematic – repairs cost time and money that is not covered by the generally cheap admission fees – the model village is fast becoming a feature of the past. 

         This is a story that is repeated across the British folk world: customs and objects take labour and financial backing, which is not easily found for maverick creations such as shell grottoes and miniature worlds, or elaborate occasions like pageants and parades.

         In the following pages, I attempt to set out this landscape of the lost folk of the twentieth and twenty-first century – the forgotten fragments of our shared folk history: stories of lost folklorists, forgotten model villages and sandcastles turned to dust; of carnivals faded into the distant horizon and fires that once burnt brightly on St John’s Eve but have ebbed away into embers.

         I have also attempted to search out and build the puzzle of our current folk landscape, and why certain people or communities have been left out. When I started writing, I had a firm idea of the places and people I might follow in the pages of this book, and while that idea hasn’t changed, it has evolved. I was lucky, in the early stages of writing, to spend several weeks living in a tower in Northern Ireland. I had never visited the country before, and my eyes were opened up to a rich and dynamic folk environment that would be impossible to begin to know without having visited it. It became quickly apparent to me that folk in Northern Ireland is still a living, breathing tradition 11– even more so than in the depths of England: folk tales slip off the tongue with ease and the sense of place and community is second to none. The fallacy of folk is that it belongs solely in history books, but deep in the Glens of Antrim I found something very much alive, and people who really understood the need to keep it moving forward into the future.

         Although I touch on aspects of what I discovered in Northern Ireland in the coming pages, it is my hope to return and explore its folk culture in even more depth. It is rich, diverse and has both incredible overlap with and a remarkable disparity from the rest of the United Kingdom. In short, the true nature and character of such a fertile and full land – one I have come to love and admire for its strength of spirit and folklore – needs more time and attention to explore than I have so far been able to spend.

         As exemplified by my experiences in Northern Ireland, my approach to collection has always been an intensely personal one, and you will find in this book that my homeland of Cornwall has more than its fair share of space. I have always believed in focusing on where you are in the moment and discovering what you live among: naturally this has led me to explore what the rich and dynamic folk landscape of Cornwall has to offer. This, for me, is true folk collection: immersing yourself in the place you live and discovering its folk practice. I have, of course, sought to explore in this book the diverse folk landscapes across the United Kingdom, including those of Lancashire, Worcestershire, Lincolnshire, and beyond – it just feels salient to note here that the balance of the book does weigh in favour of the places I have spent more time in and therefore have greatest knowledge of.

         There are a few notable gaps; with a surname like MacBeth, it will perhaps come as no surprise that I am half Scottish, and it is with sadness I acknowledge that there is so little of Scotland contained 12within this book. I have a long-held ambition to take some time to explore the folk culture of Scotland, and although there are a few examples of Scottish folk within the book, it is by no means a comprehensive overview of the incredible wealth of material to be discovered there. Regrettably, I have not been able to spend the time on the ground exploring Scotland and its customs that I would have liked to. Likewise, I have a deep personal connection to South Wales, where my maternal grandfather grew up and many of his family still live. While I have delved into some folk collections and museums in Wales, the customs are sorely underrepresented, the reason being that, as with Northern Ireland and Scotland, they are so vast and varied from those of England that they could each fill a whole book all of their own. My hope is that I will be able to return to Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales in future works and properly investigate each of their unique folk landscapes separately.

         How, then, did I go about selecting the customs, collections, objects, buildings and people that you will find among the pages of this book? I would be lying if I made the process out to be anything other than organic. Sometimes I came across a pamphlet on a long-forgotten museum or custom, which led me down a tangled path of many other strange and wonderful folk-related items. Sometimes I wandered down the street in a town I was visiting and stumbled, quite literally, on a building or a fragment of a sign. Other times a chance conversation with a person in a shop or an overheard snippet on a train led me to a new discovery. I think of it like a Victorian crazy patchwork quilt, a slow process of finding and selecting all the odd pieces that fit together and then stitching them into a story.

         Perhaps some of the connections are more obvious than others, but all of them hopefully go some way to telling the story of folk in Britain as I see it. Many of these stories are lost, some of them are forgotten and lots have simply been ignored or left out of previous 13explorations. Some of them are traditions that could be considered as still active and not lost at all, but without these intact aspects of folk, the lost fragments would be largely meaningless.

         It is also important to mention that some of the histories I write about contain problematic and offensive historic language. It is quoted verbatim because I feel it is vital that we unpick and understand the ways in which people have previously been written out of folk, and in order to do this we cannot, as folk collectors, shy away from the pejorative language and stereotypes that have made up some folk practices in this country.

         I make no claims to this being a comprehensive history. The folk traditions of Britain are so vast that it would be a lifetime’s work to weave them together: an impossible and wonderful task, and one we all need to unite in if we are to preserve and properly record the multitude of folk histories on our islands.

         My hope is that this book will act as a call to arms. Take it and go forth. You, too, can become a collector of our folk traditions, customs and buildings. Is there a pub in your village with a magnificent sign? Photograph it! Does your town host a summer carnival? Record it! Folk is constantly evolving and it is up to us all to document it, to participate in it and to create our shared folk future.14

         
            Notes

            1 C. Sharp, English Folk Songs, Some Conclusions (London, 1907), p. 3.

            2 C. Wade Paget (1883–1956), Coat of Arms, oil on wood, Snowshill Manor and Garden, Gloucestershire, NT 1336237.

            3 I. F. Grant, The Making of Am Fasgadh: An Account of the Origins of the Highland Folk Museum by Its Founder (Edinburgh, 2007).

            4 https://historicalpageants.ac.uk/pageants/1194 [accessed 10.1.2023].

            5 E. Lloyd, ‘How the County Celebrated the 300th [sic] Centenary of Comus’, Shropshire Magazine, June 1984, p. 19.

         

         
            * Although this is the case in most folk collection, in the instance of folk music working-class people have often been instrumental in the collecting of songs. I refer particularly to the period in the 1950s and 1960s when people such as Norma and Lal Waterson, Martin Carthy and Shirley Collins were collecting.

            † Generally at between 1:9 to 1:20 scale.
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         Folk, above all else, is about people: people who make the objects, people who enact the customs, people who watch those customs happening and people who ‘collect’ the folk culture and practices so they are preserved for the future. Although the people who make folk objects and enact customs are of the utmost importance in telling the story of lost folk in Britain, they are largely anonymous. The power of folk is that it is a collective experience, and one in which ego is largely absent. It is not about who made what but rather the experience of the community in using the object or enjoying the custom. Due to this, it is often very difficult to credit the creators of objects, and tricky to track down the instigators of customs. There are, of course, exceptions to this rule, as we will see later in the ‘Lost Worlds’ chapter, but for the most part, folk is nameless.

         What we do have is a wealth of information about the people who have sought out and recorded folk customs, whom we shall call the collectors. Historically, these people were often upper middle-class, and therefore had the means to go about recording in a way that would not have been afforded to the people enacting customs or making folk objects. Chiefly this meant time and money to travel the length and breadth of the country collecting folk practices and making notes along the way. This class divide has meant that folk collectors have, in the past, approached the collection of folk in a judgemental and subjective way, with people and traditions being 18‘written up’ in a way that is palatable to middle-class tastes – that is, without any of the dirty, difficult or tasteless bits.

         Sometimes these collectors refer to themselves as ‘folklorists’, and this is a term we will encounter from time to time in this chapter. In the most general sense, the word refers to someone who is actively, and knowingly, engaged in the collecting or recording of folk practices. I have mostly (with a few exceptions) chosen to use the term collector over ‘folklorist’ because I believe it better represents the activities of the people I am going to spend time exploring; very few of them would have referred to themselves as ‘folklorists’ and very few of them actively considered themselves to be collecting. They were driven by other motives than the collection of ‘folk’ alone.

         Folklorists have largely decided what gets saved and what gets remembered; what gets left out and who gets forgotten. They have held a monopoly over the history of folk, and therefore could, if we let them, hold one over the future of folk. In order to move through the lost collections, objects, customs and worlds of folk, we must first explore who the collectors were, what they were collecting and why certain people have been left out of the narrative. Even within the history of the collectors themselves there are collectors who have been marginalised. It will come, perhaps, as no surprise that these people are often women, people of colour or disabled people, or people who have tried to tell a different story, a story that is more inclusive and open.

         So what constitutes collecting and how might a collector go about it? Collecting can, and does, encompass both objects and activities, so it can include objects such as church kneelers or folk costumes, or activities such as morris dancing or rapper dancing*, or traditions 19such as spreading salt outside houses for jubilee days or wassailing.† The variety of what can be collected is enormous, and it is constantly evolving and growing as new traditions emerge or customs are reinvented. The practicalities of how folk collection happens are also varied: collectors sometimes work with a notepad and pencil, sometimes with a camera, sometimes with sound recordings, sometimes just with memory, only making notes when they have returned home or many years later. 

         There is one key figure who has framed what has been deemed ‘folk’ more than any other: Cecil Sharp, collector of folk song and reinventor of morris dancing. Sharp is a contentious figure for many, but nevertheless an important one in the history of collecting and remembering folk cultures. While I am not going to write the biography of Cecil Sharp in the pages of this book – plenty of space has been given to him elsewhere – I would like to take a moment to consider his agenda. In Cecil’s tireless and ‘encyclopedic’ (I put this in inverted commas for a reason) efforts to document folk music in Britain during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, he managed almost entirely to write women and people of colour out of his work, and to record incredibly racist dance practices. Cecil created a folk world that suited him: sanitised, classist, racist and very, very male.

         What is interesting is that this agenda is quite at odds with the history of morris dancing and the history of folk music. Neither has ever been performed by just one gender, and in fact at the time Cecil was collecting morris dances from across Britain there was a woman reintroducing the traditional dances of Britain to young women:  20Mary Neal. Mary began a group called the Espérance Club to offer folk dance classes (in particular Cotswold morris) to working-class girls employed in factories. Initially Cecil and Mary worked in collaboration, with Cecil offering much support to Mary by way of excursions to collect songs and dances, but it didn’t take long before he decided she was too outspoken, and stealing his limelight as ‘the folk collector’, and that she was incapable of passing the dances on to her students in the way he saw fit. Cecil wrote in a note to the composer and collector Ralph Vaughan Williams that ‘I began teaching Chelsea girls … up at Stratford. They had been taught villainously badly by Esperance girls. So I had Kimber‡ up and tried to put matters right. Miss Neal got wind and I wrote to her that it was impossible to allow the Esp. girls any longer to rule the roost.’1 

         It is clear that he was unimpressed by Mary and the Espérance Club girls’ teaching style; he was insistent that morris dances should appear only in the particular style that he deemed acceptable. In a letter to Mary from 1909 Cecil states that: ‘My great desire is that at the outset these songs and dances should be introduced to the present generation in the purest form possible.’2 The use of the word ‘pure’ sums up neatly their difference in style: Mary believed that morris should be drawn from a variety of sources, to get a true flavour of the full breadth of how morris could be danced. She stated in an Espérance programme of 1909: ‘In all the Espérance morris dancers have had instruction from ten different traditional dancers from different parts of England … The danger of relying too much on one form of the tradition is that it becomes fixed and therefore lifeless.’3

         Mary Neal was a suffragette, a social worker and a member of the burgeoning Kindred of the Kibbo Kift movement (a pacifist group focusing on craft and outdoor pursuits). She was political and vocal, and – much to Cecil’s dismay – she was not going away. Her version of morris was modern, and most importantly it was for all classes. Her emphasis was on the ordinary woman or man, and she argued that everybody had the ability to learn folk dances because folk is for everyone … right? Well, yes and no.

         21Cecil Sharp very much believed that folk was enacted by the people or ‘folk’, but that it was for the enjoyment of the middle and upper middle classes. He took the music and dances of the people and repackaged them into a neatly formed and palatable parcel of folk ready to be consumed across Britain. On the opposite side was Mary, who was more concerned that the revival should be for all and that revivalists, such as Cecil, would do well to remember that at its core folk dance should be full of vitality and, most importantly, fun.

         Although Mary Neal continued to have a lifelong interest in folk song and dance, the First World War saw an end to Espérance morris, due in part to the redistribution of working men and women to the battlefield and war work. As a consequence, Cecil’s vision of folk gained increasing dominance over Neal’s more inclusive one and ultimately prevailed. In 1911, the English Folk Dance Society was formed and subsequently merged with the Folk-Song Society to become the English Folk Dance and Song Society (EFDSS) in 1932. In 1930, six years after Cecil’s death, Cecil Sharp House was opened, which would also become the home of EFDSS and the Vaughan Williams Memorial Library.

         While it would be easy to finish the story of British folk song and dance collection here, there is a figure who is even less well known than Mary Neal, who had a vital and transformative role to play in its history: Lois Blake. Born in London in 1890, Lois was a nurse during the First World War and travelled abroad widely before settling in Llangwm in Wales. In London she had been a keen member of the 22EFDSS and had on her relocation to Wales been enthusiastic about learning some Welsh folk dances. However, during this inter-war period, Wales was experiencing a severe ebb in the interest and preservation of traditional folk culture. Dancing, in particular, was seen as sinful and to be discouraged rather than taken up in a puritanical and deeply religious cultural climate. As a result, Welsh folk dances were almost impossible to learn, because there was almost nobody dancing them. Lois was deeply disappointed by this and set to work to restore and reintroduce Welsh folk dance. Using records in archives and speaking to older members of the community, she managed to piece together dances from across Wales. Like Mary, Lois was passionate about teaching the dances she had learned to young people in schools throughout Wales. She was adamant that Welsh folk dance would not disappear. Her most lasting contribution to the folk map of Britain, however, is that in 1949 she formally began the Welsh Folk Dance Society, which has worked to elevate and promote the practice of Welsh folk dancing ever since.

         Both Mary and Lois bear witness to the fact that although Cecil had a tight grip over folk culture in Britain, there are many other people who have made incredible contributions to the culture and preservation of it; they just didn’t have the same establishment backing, and thus they haven’t been canonised in the same way. Unsurprisingly, many of them are women, whose stories are seldom told. Although their work and collecting habits vary, they do share one defining characteristic: they all fought against the odds (which were stacked against them) to compile their research and produce their findings.

         ‘Lemonade appetites’

         Around the same time that Cecil Sharp House was opening its doors, there was a woman in Worcester determinedly trying to 23record the stained glass of the churches, abbeys and cathedrals of Worcestershire and Gloucestershire. Her name was Florence Elsie Matley Moore, and she was known to everyone as Elsie. She had trained at Birmingham School of Art during the First World War, and was an active member of the Worcester Archaeological Society alongside her mother, Florence, and brother, Matley. It wasn’t until the 1930s, however, that Elsie began to find her stride. She began work in 1930 on a reredos§ for the St John Chapel of Worcester Cathedral and initiated, and completed, the restoration of fifteen of the tombs in both Worcester Cathedral and nearby churches.4 Even more notable is a project that she began at the beginning of the Second World War.

         Owing to her years of restoration and interest in heritage, Elsie had spent many years exploring the nooks and crannies of churches, and on the outbreak of war she became increasingly distressed that the stained glass of these buildings would be destroyed and there would be no record of their existence. So she set out on a mission to record it. Taking with her just watercolour paints, paper and brushes, she made pilgrimages to a number of churches in the surrounding area, recording the stained glass in painstaking and beautiful detail. She copied all the windows at Tewkesbury Abbey and Malvern Priory, among a great many others, and in a number of instances these are now the only existing records of the windows. Of her epic undertaking she wrote:

         
            Now, after being Commandant of my Ambulance for a year, with no work to do luckily, I have felt that whereas there are many women in Worcester who can be Commandant there are very few who can make accurate records and I have taken it upon myself to start off with stained glass in some of the village churches nearby.5

         

         24Her drawings are luminous. The intensity of the colour, the thick black lines to denote the lead between the panes of glass and the softness of her marks combine to create a feeling of transcendence. To her mind nothing, not even photography, could record the stained glass in the same way that an artist with brush and paint could.6 There is something about her decision to use watercolour that amplifies this effect. It gives the paintings a translucent, glass-like quality, which would be entirely absent if gouache or oil paint had been used. It is, then, very distressing to find out that on writing to Walter Godfrey, then director of the National Building Record, to plead for some money for petrol in order to continue making her drawings, she was turned down.7 The reason? It was too expensive to employ someone to record the drawings as meticulously as Elsie wished to. This was the era of modernity and speed, and only a photograph would do. Thankfully, despite the rebuff, she continued regardless: there are fifty-five of her stained-glass watercolour drawings in the Historic England Archive and a further eight in the Victoria and Albert Museum.

         Elsie also managed to record a great number of other important architectural features, such as wall paintings (which were a particular specialism of hers), tiles and tombs, all of them carefully labelled in her instantly recognisable calligraphic hand, and she managed to save and restore a number of buildings alongside her brother Matley Matley Moore, including a tumbledown half-timber Tudor building on Friar Street in Worcester called Greyfriars. Elsie and Matley, alongside the Worcester Archaeological Society, secured the purchase of Greyfriars in 1949 after a long campaign to save it. Their main inspiration in the restoration of the house was Clough Williams-Ellis, who in his bright yellow socks and plus fours had recently begun his folly village of Portmeirion in North Wales. It was his celebration of British eccentricity fused with Italianate architectural excess that captured Elsie and Matley’s attention: pastel-coloured houses, palm 25trees, turrets and scrolls, cobbled streets and elaborate metal signs. The siblings forged ahead with their renovation of Greyfriars, buying up objects at auction to restore, blending them with their own reconstructions of period pieces. Seemingly Elsie could turn her hand to most things, from screen-printing fabrics to use as drapes to elaborate Jacobean embroidery for bedcovers to painting ironwork lamps to light the passageways, and Greyfriars is a wonderfully unconventional experiment in renovation. It is truly a folk environment created by two people who were fanatical about history and, in particular, Tudor buildings. The colourways and zest they brought to the interior were, I think, deeply inspired by Portmeirion, and the entrance to the garden at Greyfriars is in fact guarded by two enormous bronze fish at the head of the steps, reportedly given by none other than Clough Williams-Ellis himself. Elsie and Matley spent the rest of their lives dedicated to Greyfriars and both remained there until they died. It is now in the care of the National Trust.

         In 2019, I had my own brush with Elsie. My grandparents lived in Worcester, and I spent many hours in the garden of Greyfriars as a child, so have always held it fondly in my memory. Although Elsie had long since died by the time I was visiting, my grandma had been friendly with her. They shared a love of gardening and needlework, and both my mum and grandma recounted often being invited to the annual garden party at the house – an occasion not to be missed.

         In an idle moment in 2019, I decided to Google Elsie’s name. I had never known much about her history and was intrigued. Up popped an article in the Worcester Evening News from November 2010 entitled ‘I’ve got two special photos of Elsie’.8 I read on. It transpired that in 2001, someone had taken over a bookshop in Wolverhampton and in the back room had been a box full of items relating to Elsie Matley Moore. At the end of the article was an email to contact for more information. I was fairly certain that the 26items would be long gone given that this article was now nearly ten years old. In the spirit of Elsie, however, I decided to send an email to check. Remarkably, I received a response: the items were still in this person’s possession. I felt consumed with a need to save them, and to tell Elsie’s story. We struck a deal and happily I now own the box.

         On opening the box to explore the items, I found that Elsie not only recorded in her own hand, but she was also fanatical about taking photographs. Reams and reams of images of sixteenth-century painted cloths at Owlpen Manor, wall paintings at the Commandery in Worcester and stained glass at Malvern poured out. Interesting, for the woman who had spent so much time fighting for her right to draw: photography clearly suited her as a method for documenting the stages of renovation. I also discovered that she wrote and illustrated a number of articles for Country Life, including a long article in August 1944 about Owlpen Manor and the aforementioned painted cloths. Most excitingly, it led me to the magnificent discovery that in April 1930, Elsie had produced a screen print for the EFDSS and was a keen advocate for folk dance (she was a regular at folk clubs in Worcester and Malvern).

         In a palette of yellow ochre, black, mint green and white, Elsie captured the dances recorded by Cecil Sharp in The Country Dance Book: II (1911). The print takes the form of a map featuring titles of Playford dances, which Cecil had reinterpreted, including Christchurch, London and the Nowhill Hills. In the far distance of the map, across a vast ocean, an island is pictured with the label ‘Jamaica’, another of the Playford dances. The writer and music scholar William Chappell suggests in his book Popular Music of the Olden Time from 1859 that the title ‘Jamaica’, comes from the British invasion of Jamaica, when it ‘was taken from the Spaniards in 1655, and the tune probably took the name from some song on that event’.9 This seems to line up with 27the fact that all earlier iterations of the tune were known under different and unrelated titles; its renaming became a way of glorifying British rule. It could perhaps be seen as an odd choice for Elsie to have included on her map, but it is useful to remember that Jamaica remained under British rule until 1962, and the conversation around the history and colonialism of the Playford dances and their titles has only started relatively recently.

         Elsie’s map was intended to be sold at folk dance clubs across Britain. At the bottom, she printed something of a rallying call:

         
            To those frivolous souls whose feet are so nimble, whose brains are so active, whose ears are so musical and whose lemonade appetites are so monstrous: this map is cheerfully and laughably dedicated, in the sure hope that though they may grow old in years and eventually become lookers-on in the dance, yet will life never cease to be for them a time set to a pleasant tune & a merry rhythm.

         

         For me, this is indicative of Elsie’s ability to see the positive in the gravest of times and circumstances. She never gave up, either on herself or on the numerous projects to save and promote what she felt needed to be preserved of folk history. She had a ‘lemonade appetite’, always striving for the next project. Interestingly, the EFDSS now has no record of the print within its archives. This suggests to me that perhaps, again, this is an example of Elsie taking the reins and deciding to get on with a project she felt needed doing, regardless of whether anyone ‘official’ wanted her to. There is just one original print of Elsie’s map that I know of in a museum collection, held at Brentwood Museum in Essex.

         Although Elsie sought the approval of the establishment, she rarely got it, but this did not faze her: she was obsessive about recording, and continued resolutely. Sadly, Elsie died in relative obscurity, 28and remains fairly unknown, despite her important contribution to recording the history of Britain.

         Lost worlds

         Around the same time Elsie was getting started on her stained-glass project, there was a woman on a bicycle travelling the British Isles in search of lost crafts and recipes, another woman with a ‘lemonade appetite’: Dorothy Hartley. Born in Skipton, North Yorkshire, in 1893, Dorothy, like Elsie, was an illustrator and a prolific photographer. In 1932 she was employed by the Daily Sketch to write a series of articles on rural life in Britain. These pieces offer a funny and poignant portal to another world – one in which sheep are shorn by hand, cherries are plucked from trees and made into wine and cream is heated in great vats in farmhouse kitchens to make clotted cream. The research from these articles went on to form the basis of her books: Here’s England (1934), The Countryman’s England (1935) and Made in England (1939). A year after she began her work for the Daily Sketch. she moved to Froncysyllte in North Wales, where she remained for the rest of her life. It became an important focus for her work, and the lost worlds that she found in this remote part of Wales spurred her on to seek out others across England and beyond.¶

         Dorothy shone a light on the need to record and collect the daily lives of real people, in particular those from travelling and farming communities. She was a huge advocate for oral history and spent many hours interviewing people on her travels around the British Isles. Traditional agricultural life was at this point fading fast. Increased mechanisation and a general move towards industrialisation meant  29that many traditional crafts and practices were gradually vanishing from daily life. Fighting against the mass production of this new era, Dorothy set out to document it. Through pen illustrations and essays, she conjured up vivid and expansive vistas of a forgotten landscape. In Made in England she covers everything from how to thatch a haystack to charcoal burning in Kent. The opening paragraph offers something up by way of explanation of what she was trying to achieve with her documentation: 

         
            All Countrymen are not farmers or land workers. They have many other skilled occupations of which the average townspeople know little or nothing, such as thatching, weaving, making saddlery, work in the smithies, in the woods and quarries … This book describes some of these age-old country jobs and tries to explain the skill put into them.10

         

         Dorothy certainly managed to achieve what she set out to do, not only in her articles and first three books but also in what is probably her best-known book, Food in England (1954), in which she offers an encyclopedic look at English folk cookery. Dorothy explores everything from how to bake bread in a traditional brick oven to how to cook over an open fire and what weeds are good to eat. What is readily apparent from her writing is that she researched widely and spoke to a great number of people to gather her recipes.

         Folklorists and collectors often speak of ‘discovering’ lost worlds or forgotten folk practices, and this was the case with Margaret Fay Shaw, a collector and folk music enthusiast who travelled from Pennsylvania to the island of South Uist in the Outer Hebrides, in pursuit of a lost world, in 1929. As Dorothy found in the small villages of the English and Welsh countryside, Margaret discovered a way of life that had largely begun to fade on this remote Hebridean island. 30She had initially found herself there after giving up her profession as a concert pianist in New York due to rheumatism in her hands, which left her unable to play, and thus was in search of a new career. She had travelled hoping to find a new home, exploring various islands. South Uist captured her heart, and on this isolated island she embarked on her new way of life: discovering and collecting the old ways of island living. Two sisters, Mairi and Peigi MacRae, whom she had met on her first trip to the island, took her under their wing and taught her Gaelic – an essential at this time, given that most people on the islands did not speak English. Having helped her get to grips with the language, Mairi and Peigi then went on to teach Margaret many of the folk songs of the islands, and a number of the old folk tales. Margaret used a camera to document her experiences and the fast-disappearing customs and folk practices of South Uist in a series of beautiful black-and-white photographs depicting everything from villagers thatching barns to women spinning wool from the Hebridean sheep.

         In 1955, Margaret put together her first, and only formally published, collection of Hebridean song: Folksongs and Folklore of South Uist. She was, given her close relationship with the island and its inhabitants, worried about its reception, stating in her autobiography that she had told Mairi that she’d ‘be terribly upset if indeed I had hurt anybody’s feelings’.11 Thankfully Margaret needn’t have worried: Mairi and the wider community of South Uist were delighted by the book, and by the fact that someone had taken the time to collect the songs and write them down. Mairi told her, ‘There’s not a wrong word in the four corners of that book.’12 The worry about getting it right and representing the community and its culture shows how invested she was in the island and its people.

         Her photographs, film footage, diaries and the many sound recordings of the sisters and other island dwellers now sit in an 31archive that she set up with her husband, the historian and folklorist John Lorne Campbell, at Canna House on the island of Canna in the Inner Hebrides.||

         Both Dorothy and Margaret discovered lost worlds that were on the cusp of vanishing. They managed to capture aspects of folk that were fading after the war with the increase in mechanisation in farming and the redistribution of rural populations to cities, driven by economic causes. They observed, listened and recorded. They saw what many took for granted, and as a result we have them to thank for these glimpses into the lost worlds of inter-war England, Wales and Scotland.

         Storytellers

         Oral history is a resource that is particularly important in collecting and preserving folk history, but it is not without contention. For a long time, there has been an emphasis on recording history in a linear and academic fashion. Sources are king, and woe betide you if you haven’t recorded them properly or, worse still, don’t have a source at all. The folklorist Ruth Tongue found herself on the receiving end of just what can happen when the establishment decides to reject you because your methodology doesn’t conform and your sources don’t line up.

         Ruth was born in Somerset in 1898. She was the daughter of a Methodist preacher and spent much of her childhood roaming the streets of Taunton with her brothers, talking to people and gathering tales. She was a natural storyteller and went on to study drama. Aged eighteen, she wrote and illustrated a handbound book entitled The  32Castle of Twelve Towers. It now sits in the archives of Somerset Heritage Centre and is a marvellous piece of myth-making, featuring mermaids, medieval maidens and creatures from the deep. In her twenties she founded the Harrow Children’s Theatre, and subsequently went on to give a series of talks for the Women’s Institute on storytelling and theatre. In 1969 she wrote a small pamphlet entitled Travelling Folk Theatre about a travelling theatre that was, presumably, an offshoot of her work in Harrow. There was no doubt that Ruth enjoyed both crafting a story and the theatrics of telling it, and it is clear that she was considered a gifted storyteller. The folklorist, Theo Brown, wrote in Ruth’s obituary: 

         
            Memories of the tales she had heard in early childhood came flooding back and she was in great demand; her audiences poured out further material. The fact is she was of that rare breed of story tellers – a ‘spell-binder’. She came to Exeter in 1967 and electrified one of my groups. She was a creative artist and worked hard to give a dramatic performance.13

         

         In the 1950s, the folklorist Katherine Briggs became aware of Ruth’s work. They quickly became friends and were soon collaborating. Katherine seemed to admire Ruth’s innate ability to tell a story in an unpretentious and ‘real’ way. It must have felt refreshing to meet someone who seemed entirely of the land and of the people. Around this period Ruth also had her first books published: Somerset Folklore (1965), followed shortly by The Chime Child, or Somerset Singers (1968). At this point she could do no wrong in the eyes of the folklore establishment. She was authentic and fresh, with seemingly endless stories and accounts of lost or entirely forgotten folk tales. The problems only began to arise when she had not one but two house fires, the first in 1966 and the second in the early 1970s. 

         33People began to question her vague and ambiguous sources – often they are recorded as just a single name; sometimes no name is given at all. Gradually she was discredited. Ruth maintained until her death that her fieldnotes were consumed in the fires. The flames had licked away all and any evidence (this isn’t strictly correct: Halsway Manor has many of her papers and research), and this is backed up again by her friend Theo Brown, who recounted that ‘some critics suspected she had invented them all. But this would be quite untrue: her tales were certainly hers to a major extent, but the actual material on which they were based was perfectly genuine.’14

         What is interesting to consider is that Ruth always said her tales came from her childhood spent in Somerset. All her stories were recalled from memory, and the memory of a small child (she lived there only until she was ten) at that. There is an emphasis in field recording on collecting in an orderly fashion, with dates, names, places and corresponding notes attached to the event or tale. As a small child, Ruth obviously recorded none of these details, so does this make her later revisitation to these stories in adulthood false or inaccurate?

         At this point I should probably mention that Ruth believed herself to be a ‘Chime Child’ – that is, someone who is born after the last chime of Friday and before dawn on Saturday – despite having been born on a Monday. People born between these hours are believed to have special powers in seeing ‘through the veil’ – a term that generally implies that someone has a gift at communicating with the supernatural world, the veil referring to the curtain or barrier that lies between reality and the supernatural world. According to Ruth, this included the ability to see fairies, commune with the dead and talk to animals. She also, crucially, believed Chime Children to have ‘immunity from ill-wishing’.15 The notion of Chime Children was, in 34fact, introduced by her, in her book of the same title, with a rhyme she is said to have recorded in childhood:

         
            
               They that be born of a Friday’s chime

               Be masters of musick and finders of rhyme,

               And every beast will do what they say,

               And every herb that do grow in the clay.16

            

         

         Perhaps Ruth did truly believe herself to have been born on a Friday: after all, it was not as easy to research details such as this at the time in which she was writing. Perhaps also, and more likely, she really wanted to believe she was – the power of mythmaking being so important to her. A good tale was what she was after, above and beyond anything else, and being a Chime Child fitted incredibly well with her narrative as storyteller and folklorist of the old ways. Certainly, because she believed Chime Children had ‘immunity from ill-wishing’, it did not seem to faze her that people didn’t believe that she was.

         Ruth lent power to the idea that people can speak their truth. By stating her wish to become a Chime Child, she did in some ways morph into one. Her natural ability to tell the tales of country folk, fairies, boggarts# and spriggan** far exceeded many of her contemporaries in skill and imagination. She was clearly able to communicate in a way that many folklorists have struggled with. There is a clarity and lucidity to her writing, which feels intensely real and well considered. Whatever she was trying to achieve with her tales, she definitely 35understood how to craft them. Of course, to say everything she wrote was truthful would be inaccurate, but there is certainly merit in her work, and it shouldn’t have been discarded quite so readily. Truth, after all, is often made up of fiction. Folk tales are, at their heart, invented by someone, be it fifty, a hundred or four hundred years ago. Ruth managed to weave tales and folklore from childhood experience into beautiful stories that are both evocative and memorable, so for that alone she should be remembered and celebrated. 

         Likewise, Pamela Colman Smith, known as ‘Pixie’ to her friends, also struggled to forge a career as a folklorist and storyteller. Born in London in 1878 to American parents, Pamela spent her formative years in Jamaica and New York before landing back in England. Her early life saw her train at the Pratt Institute in New York before attempting to start a career as an illustrator. In 1899 she had some success when she illustrated and wrote her first book, Ammancy Stories, which brought together her favourite Jamaican folk tales. It was widely acclaimed and put her on the map as a storyteller. From a very young age she was interested in the theatre, as well as storytelling, and as a teenager in New York she created a miniature paper travelling theatre, which she used as a tool to aid her writing. On her return to England, she struck up a friendship with the actress Ellen Terry, and later Ellen’s daughter, Edith Craig, and as a result became immersed in the mainstream theatrical world – although only as an observer, often illustrating actors and actresses in costume.

         As time went on, Pamela became a known figure of the London scene: she was friendly with members of the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn,†† and generally was deeply absorbed in the occult world that was burgeoning at the tail end of the nineteenth century. Her flat in Chelsea became a hotspot for this community, with people coming to hear her distinct style of storytelling and ogle at her mysterious collection of objects collected from her travels. The writer Arthur Ransome vividly describes visiting Pamela in her Chelsea flat in his book Bohemia in London: ‘We left our hats and followed her into a mad room out of a fairytale. As soon as I saw it I knew she could live in no other.’17 He goes on to paint an evocative picture of her home, but also of her storytelling style: 

         
            There I heard poetry read as if the ghost of some old minstrel had descended on the reader, and shown how the words should be chanted aloud. There I heard stories told that were yet unwritten, and talk that was so good that it seemed a pity that it never would be.18

         

         Pamela was, like Ruth, known for creating a fully immersive storytelling experience with costume and props, and – as Ransome suggests – often using patois to tell the stories of her childhood in their true voice. Her folk-telling style was drawn both from theatre and from an innate sense of what an oral history should be – from the people who told the stories originally. She could also see sounds, a condition we now know to be synaesthesia,‡‡ and this perhaps made her storytelling capabilities even more intense; she is certainly known to have put her synaesthetic ability to use when painting.

         All of this suggests that Pamela’s legacy should have been well cemented into history, and yet she has lain almost completely forgotten until very recently. This is particularly surprising given that she illustrated one of the most famous and widely used Tarot decks in the world: the Rider Waite Tarot deck. Pamela was paid meagrely for her 37work on the pack and it took more than fifty years after her death in 1951 for her to be fully credited for her illustrations, let alone for her influence on the symbolism and colour theory of Tarot to be recognised. 

         Perhaps some understanding of why she was forgotten comes from the fact that Pamela, like Ruth, was often ridiculed or made fun of for her work. She was considered too wild, too free and too ‘other’ – she did not conform to the establishment standards of what a folklorist should look like or how they should behave. The question of why Pamela was excluded from the history of folk collection can also perhaps be answered by the fact that in 1911 she converted to Roman Catholicism and moved to the far depths of Lizard Point in Cornwall to set up a small Catholic church in a tin shack. Here she lived with her ‘companion’ Nora Lake in relative obscurity before relocating to Bude in north Cornwall during the Second World War. During these years in Cornwall, she almost entirely stopped illustrating and worked only on her missionary work. She died lonely and in debt. Her possessions were mostly sent to a skip or given away, and she is buried in an unmarked grave. A sad end for such an important storyteller and illustrator.

         Although in recent years Pamela has happily been somewhat rediscovered, there are still many, mostly female, folk storytellers whose work has almost entirely vanished from public consciousness. There is one figure who has been mostly written out of the history of Cornish folk collection: Nellie Sloggett, a name that rarely gets uttered. Born in Padstow in 1851, Nellie was struck down by an illness as a teenager that left her permanently paralysed from the waist down. Confined to her top-floor bedroom, she wrote upwards of fifteen books under the name Nellie Cornwall. Her stories were filled with folklore. There were devils and piskies§§ and changelings, 38but they were all resolutely fictional stories, until in her fifties she changed tack and began writing under the name Enys Tregarthen. Under this new alias, she started to explore the folklore of this forgotten part of north-west Cornwall and the tales of the caves, beaches and moorlands that surrounded her. 

         She begins her book The Pisky Purse (1905) with the sentence ‘The tales given in this small volume, with one exception, are from North Cornwall, where I have always lived.’19 It is clear she had decided to move away from writing purely fictional stories and become a folklorist; the question is, how did she find and collate her material? She had very limited mobility, so was unable to gather research in the same way that many of her contemporaries would have, by visiting places and people. Instead, it seems people came to her, up the stairs to her little kingdom at the top of the house. She had a near-constant trail of visitors who came to share their folk tales and encounters with fairy folk.

         Letters played an important role. Nellie maintained correspondence with numerous people across her lifetime who shared stories with her. Letters offered her access to an outside world she had barely seen since childhood, one that must have felt very distant from the confinement of her bedroom but which through her writing and memories she managed to keep close. Like Ruth Tongue, she wrote up many stories from her childhood memories, stories that she had heard during her adventures through the streets of Padstow: tales of piskies stealing bowls of junket and witches guarding wells. Through these tales collected from conversations, letters and overheard snippets, Nellie created a rich and dynamic realm from her bedroom, one that had been completely overlooked by her contemporaries.

         On rare occasions, Nellie was ‘taken outdoors in her cot on wheels’, and she would feverishly record everything she could see and hear – the wind in her hair, the sound of the birds, the wildflowers on the 39cliffs – before being wheeled back home and carried to her bed.20 Nellie’s use of a combination of sources, both real and imaginary, means her tales are deeply unusual and full of life. While many of her contemporaries relied on more Linnaean¶¶ methods of collection, Nellie’s world was one of lore, not of empirical evidence.

         It is perhaps unsurprising that Nellie was not recognised as a folklorist during her lifetime. She was entirely focused on storytelling, the act of crafting the tale, beyond anything else. Publicity did not interest her. She wrote infinitely more stories than were ever published in her lifetime, and on her death she left behind a trunk filled with many more unpublished manuscripts of her tales, as well as her extensive correspondence, and scrapbooks and diaries filled with pictures and notes.

         In 1923, an American playwright and storyteller, Harriet S. Wright, visited Cornwall in search of Enys. Harriet had discovered Nellie’s work in America, while reading stories to children in Greenwich Village. The children had been captivated, and Harriet had come to hunt down this elusive folklorist about whom so little was known. She hunted high and low, finally finding the answer to Enys’s identity in Padstow’s post office, where someone happened to overhear her conversation and proclaim, ‘That is not her real name. She is Miss Sloggett.’21 The eavesdropper’s wife turned out to be a good friend of ‘Miss Sloggett’, and arrangements were made for Harriet to visit her. She soon found herself inside Nellie’s room, with Nellie and ‘her frail body … made as comfortable as possible in a reclining position on her bed’.22 They discussed her stories and how popular they were with American children, and Nellie seemed interested by this, but true to form was even more interested in what tales this American visitor might have brought with her. Nellie died only a few months  40after this visit. The path does not end there, however. In 1939, nearly fifteen years after Nellie’s death, another American came on the trail of Enys, the writer Elizabeth Yates. Elizabeth and her husband had been sent in search of Enys/Nellie by Bertha Miller, the founder of the children’s literature periodical the Horn Book Magazine. Bertha had written to Elizabeth in the summer of 1947 with the words ‘Do you know the legends of Enys Tregarthen?’ and was hopeful that Elizabeth might be able to track down Enys, since she was eager to republish her stories.23 Elizabeth asked around Padstow to no avail; no one seemed to have any recollection of a writer named Enys, but finally someone recalled that Enys was, in fact, Nellie Sloggett, who had been dead since 1923. Elizabeth found Nellie’s gravestone in the churchyard and tracked down Alice Maude Rawle, Nellie’s cousin, who had cared for her in her remaining years and who was now in possession of the trunk of papers. Over tea, ‘saffron buns and “thunder and lightning”,’||| Alice shared the contents of the trunk with Elizabeth.24 Having known that they were important enough to keep, but not what to do with them, Alice seized the opportunity to interest the illustrious American author in her cousin’s legacy, and they became fast friends, with Elizabeth visiting on a number of further occasions. On her final visit before returning home, Alice gave her the trunk of papers. 

         Nellie’s archive had found a loving home, and Elizabeth used it well, collecting together Pisky Folk: A Book of Cornish Legends (1940) with a foreword that explained her enthusiasm for Nellie’s work, in which she recounts her experience of being taken into Nellie’s room for the first time, with its expansive views over the River Camel and the tors of Bodmin Moor. As Elizabeth eloquently puts it, ‘Nellie’s world was her room; but its walls were not to be her boundaries.’25 Elizabeth would go on to publish a further two longer-form stories, The Doll Who Came Alive (1942) and The White Ring (1949).

         41In her own lifetime, Nellie was largely disregarded by other folklorists, with Charlotte Burne, the then-president of the Folklore Society, stating in a review of two of Nellie’s books that ‘she has chosen to put her material into the shape of fiction, dressing it out with characters, dialogues, descriptions, and bits of word-painting, so that it is absolutely valueless as evidence’.26 ‘Valueless as evidence’ is a terribly damning accusation. This spurn by such an influential figure in the world of folklore was no doubt extremely damaging to her work being considered anything more than as stories for children. Nellie’s last book to be published in her lifetime came out in 1911, but the lack of commercial interest clearly didn’t seem to deter her: she kept writing right up until her death in 1923.

         That her appeal as a writer and collector seems to have been truly understood only in America is corroborated by her obituary in a local Cornish newspaper, which refers to her great fame in the States.27 We can largely credit Elizabeth Yates with widening Nellie’s appeal and presenting her for the first time as a proper folklorist. I cannot help but think that Elizabeth – a prolific writer and diarist – saw in Nellie something of herself, someone who was also entranced by tales of enchantment and Arthurian landscapes, or, as Ruth Tongue might put it, a Chime Child, touched by the fairies.

         Piskie stories are now seen as an incredibly important thread in Cornish folklore, and Nellie, under her alias Enys, was one of the first people to write these stories from north-west Cornwall down. For generations they had been passed down orally, and she had the foresight to put pen to paper and record them. Yes, like Ruth, perhaps there was some artistic licence taken in their telling, but given that she lived a life marked by pain and illness, it is all the more remarkable that she continued in her pursuit of giving voice to the piskies and the 42folk who had seen them. Nellie recognised that her stories needed to be enjoyable and readable, and this is what sets her apart from many other folklorists of the period. Rather than being bogged down by facts or a need for correct sources, she opted for romanticism, for telling a story and for painting a picture of a world. Her writing is not always the most factual, but it is often the most evocative of its period, and of Cornwall’s otherworldly atmosphere. She recognised that for her writing to have the widest possible appeal, it must be entertaining. She chose characters and places to pin the folk stories to, in order to create a level of recognition and understanding in the reader, to allow them to be able to place themselves into the stories and for them to imagine that perhaps they might encounter a piskie too. In many ways she made the folk story egalitarian. She brought it away from the recesses of academia and gave it back to the people. Nellie gave folk tales a contemporary form for a mass Edwardian audience, and even in her retellings, she managed to preserve a sense of true folklore: ultimately, she should be much more appreciated for her contribution to folk collection in the early twentieth century.

         Tools for recording

         Another figure who has largely disappeared into the annals of history is Ellen Ettlinger. Ellen was born in Germany at the beginning of the twentieth century, and from a very young age she was fascinated by folklore and folk customs. However, as a Jewish woman, she was forced to flee Germany at the advent of the Second World War and found herself displaced and living in Oxford from 1938. Extraordinarily, despite having to give up her home to live in a strange place, she dusted off her pencils and got straight to work recording and exploring folk culture in Britain. She joined the Folklore Society in 1939 and was soon publishing articles on a vast array of subjects 43from wells to amulets. She also offers us an example of one of the most interesting tools within folk collection that I have encountered: a folk index card system.##

         Ellen’s index card system consists of a series of cards, each with several images and a label stating what it is, and where and when it was taken. The cards were then sub-categorised under labels such as ‘church weathervane’, ‘festivals’ (such as May morning), ‘folklorists’: although the index is by no means comprehensive, there are more than six hundred cards. Ellen included both images taken by herself and images sent to her by others – notably a collection of photos of well dressing at Tissinghurst in Derbyshire taken by the folklorist and curator Ingegärd Vallin, who was visiting from Sweden and sent Ellen the photographs after Ellen had lent her several books on the subject. Ellen also included clippings from newspapers and magazines on the cards, and anything she deemed to be of interest in relation to the particular heading of each card. It is a remarkable archive of her own research interests and gives a real insight into the way she went about collating information for her essays.

         It might seem a rudimentary technique to modern eyes, but Ellen was, in her own way, exploring an idea that the German art historian Aby Warburg pioneered: the Bilderatlas Mnemosyne, or mind atlas, a place in which images coalesce side by side. In Aby’s version there were no captions, prompts or cues; the viewer was left entirely to their own imagination and thought process. Each person would bring something unique to the mnemosyne, informed by their life experiences, politics, emotional state and sense of place in the world. In many ways the mnemosyne can be considered as the earliest form of Pinterest, an enormous collage of things that interlink and talk to  44one another visually. Ellen Ettlinger’s index has many similarities, particularly the way she forged together seemingly disparate elements to create a folk map, a tool to read the world and the ways in which people live in it, from signs to sheela-na-gigs.*** 

         Ellen’s archive offers a wonderful insight into a passion and obsession for folk collection translated from a homeland to a strange place – one in which the customs and associated traditions would have had some overlap, but would have also have felt puzzling at times, I imagine. Why make an index system? Was it perhaps a way of understanding and finding the links between folk practices? After all, her archive contains not just British but also French, German, Flemish and Swiss customs and lore, among others. Within it, Ellen offered up the opportunity to create connections to gain a better understanding not only of the new place she found herself in but also the place she came from.

         In a similar vein, the Suffolk-based Welsh historian George Ewart Evans realised there was a need for a tool to record the fading folk histories of the countryside and country people. He, like Ellen, found himself living in a new place having relocated from Cardiff to Blaxhall in Suffolk, and later to Brooke in Norfolk. His childhood had been spent in a small Welsh village called Abercynon, and in Suffolk he found overlap with the life that he remembered but that had faded in the wake of the post-Second World War industrialisation of South Wales’s traditional agriculture. In his new home in the East Anglian landscape, George found a place that evoked an old way of living for him.

         He believed it was necessary to document the lives of farm workers and the equipment and tasks with which they were engaged before  45they vanished from East Anglia entirely. George set about interviewing them and recording the interviews on cassette tapes. When he began his interviews in the 1940s, sound had not yet been truly utilised as a means of recording history. George used a method that has now become a mainstay in how folklorists, collectors and historians formulate histories: oral history. Although this is now mainstream, it was, at the time George was using it, an unusual way of collecting information, and although in many parts of the world oral histories have formed part of a tradition in which folk stories or songs have been passed down from generation to generation, George was one of the first collectors to make use of this tool as a formal way of making notes or recording his research. 

         The interviews George collected went on to form a number of books, including Ask the Fellows Who Cut the Hay (1956) and The Pattern under the Plough: Aspects of the Folk-Life of East Anglia (1966), and the cassette-tape interviews now sit in collections across the UK – most notably in the British Library.

         Listening to George’s interviews is fascinating: there are clunks and bangs when he or the subject knocks the table; there’s the crackle of the recording equipment; and the accents of his subjects are, even more than the topics they speak of, a portal to another time. These voices from deep within the countryside, weathered by storms, hardened by work but with a softness that only comes from time outside on the land, offer, alongside the words in George’s books, a fully rounded picture of the characters he wrote of – which would not be afforded to us by just a written record.

         Tools for recording often get neglected, but they are hugely important aspects of why and how certain aspects of history are remembered or forgotten. In the instance of George, thanks to his foresight, we have an incredibly rich depiction of a very small pocket of time in rural Suffolk. Without George’s cassettes, the voices of the 46sheep shearers, hay dealers and blacksmiths would have been lost forever to time and the grave, because so often ordinary people’s voices were not audible other than in a transitory and intangible way. In typical oral traditions, once the family line dies out there is no continued record: it fades with the last person who learnt the song or story. Through George’s recordings, by contrast, people’s lives were archived in a physical way.

         Ellen used her archive to build a better understanding of her new home, and it seems George also used his to try to comprehend the places he found himself in. By interviewing the people of the villages in which he lived, such as Charles Hancy, Mr Ablett, Mrs Netherway and Ida Sadler, George created a sense of place and of belonging. This was a vibrant landscape in which people read the land and seasons of their home like they might make a cup of tea or eat a slice of bread and jam: that is to say, with great ease. Inspecting the minutiae of people’s existence and working life, their daily patterns, allowed him to show us ordinary people’s lives in a manner that is rarely offered.

         Using oral histories to construct written histories is one method of utilising this important tool for collection, but it can also be employed in the curation of museum collections and archives. This was done by another largely forgotten collector, Enid Porter. Even though she was the curator of the Cambridge & County Folk Museum for over twenty years and was instrumental in collecting both objects and stories from across the Fens, her contribution is seldom mentioned. Like George Ewart Evans, she was an early advocate for the use of oral histories, believing that talking to people was the best way of finding out the true history of a place. The area in and around Cambridge, known as the Fenlands, was – by virtue of its remote position in England – home to many folk traditions and agricultural practices that lasted well beyond those of other areas. It was teeming with folk stories waiting to be discovered and preserved, 47and Enid was the person who through her position at the museum took it upon herself to gather them.

         ‘Enid was the museum, the museum was Enid.’28 She was well known locally, and very well liked, so she didn’t find it difficult to earn people’s trust: they felt she was performing a service in collecting their history and their families’ histories, and saving them for future generations. Alongside her work collecting oral histories, she was also perhaps one of the first curators in Britain to begin formal outreach work into the local community. Enid understood the importance of making sure the people of Cambridge and its surrounding villages and towns felt like they had a voice within what was effectively their museum. She spent time writing articles that were published in the local magazine, gave talks about her research and worked with local children to encourage them to visit the museum. Above all, she cared that the people of Cambridgeshire were still able to access their own histories, even when they had entered the walls of the museum. In many ways Enid’s ethos of collection and communication was completely in line with the origins of the folk museum. It had started with an exhibition of folk objects put on by the Women’s Institute in 1936. These items were subsequently gathered together to make the beginnings of the museum. Enid truly believed that it was the people who made the museum. Of course the objects were important, but without the stories, and the context of the place, they were ultimately meaningless.

         By and for the people

         It might sound odd to think about ‘collecting’ places, but this forms another vitally important aspect of folk history and collection; buildings and places are critical to folk histories, and often get left out of considerations of folk collection because they can easily fade 48into the backdrop of our lives. Places are eminently connected to folk culture, be that through the villages where folk customs take place, patches of coastline where we walk our dogs every day, buildings where we register births and deaths or megalithic monuments that hint at our more ancient past. They all serve as locations that feed into our everyday lives and experience of the world, and therefore into our collective folk memory.

         In many ways it would be perhaps more helpful to think of ‘saving’ places rather than ‘collecting’ them: so often collectors of place will fundraise to save a building or piece of the landscape as a way of ensuring it is ‘saved for the nation’, i.e. the people. In this way the role of collectors of place is more about lobbying than recording.

         There is a group of women who made it their lives’ mission to preserve and conserve coastlines and buildings across Britain. In 1927, headed up by Peggy Pollard, five other women – Rachel Pinney, Ruth Sherwood, Mabel Joyce Maw (known as Joy), Brynhild Catherine Granger (known as Brynnie) and Eileen Bertram Moffat††† – came together to form Ferguson’s Gang,‡‡‡ working under the pseudonyms: Bill Stickers, Red Biddy, Lord Beershop of Gladstone Islands, Kate O’Brien the Nark, Sister Agatha and Shot Biddy respectively. They initially established the group to draw attention to a campaign to save the landscape surrounding Stonehenge. The First World War had caused much damage around the monument, and there was a sense that, although the stones themselves had already been scheduled§§§ and saved for the nation, the terrain around Stonehenge should also 49be maintained and saved, given that it included a number of other important sites. Luckily the campaign was successful, and the money was raised to purchase the land in July 1927. 

         Ferguson’s Gang, however, did not stop there. Inspired and buoyed by the success of this widespread campaign, they set out to save other places of importance across Britain. In 1928 the architect Clough Williams-Ellis wrote a book entitled England and the Octopus, which became the gang’s bible. Within its pages, Clough makes the analogy that urbanisation is like an octopus with its tentacles invading all areas of Britain and destroying the rural landscape. Peggy Pollard was particularly inspired by this and felt that the octopus must be stopped in its tracks and the ancient landscape saved for people to enjoy in the future.

         On 26 March 1932, the gang held its very first formal meeting at its headquarters in the attic room of Shalford Old Mill in Surrey; Red Biddy swore their oath, ‘England is Stonehenge not Whitehall,’ and the gang was ceremoniously brought into being.29 The women’s belief, like Clough’s, was that Britain’s true soul lay in the ancient landscape; it was in the stones, and the very earth beneath our feet, not in the mechanisation and industrialisation of the land. Although their focus was slightly different, their motivation was much the same as that of George Ewart Evans, Dorothy Hartley and Elsie Matley Moore – the conviction that the places, people and customs of Britain were what mattered, and they needed saving from the grip of post-First World War redevelopment. This could all sound a bit regressive, but it’s important to stress that the group was not against progress, but rather opposed to the wilful destruction of places and buildings. During this inter-war period, Britain was at a turning point where buildings, fields and pathways that had survived for hundreds of years were being knocked down or ploughed up to make way for the government-run, country-wide Rebuild Britain 50scheme, and while this had its plus points, the sprawl of the octopus saw the tentacles of modernity, such as modern prefabricated homes and transport networks, replace the places the gang felt needed saving – places that had a connection to the land and to the people of Britain. Stonehenge was the perfect focus for their activities, being the quintessential emblem of ancient Britain, and throughout the group’s fight against the spread of modernity in the 1930s, it would remain a central point that they would return to time and time again for meetings and excursions.

         After their first meeting, they quickly began raising money to save sites that were at risk of falling into disrepair. They delivered this money or ‘loot’, as they described it, to the then-burgeoning National Trust with instructions about which sites the money was to be allocated to. The ‘loot’ was delivered in numerous bizarre ways, including inside a silver pineapple, attached to a goat, rolled up in a cigar and contained within a faux purple bomb: masterful publicity stunts that captured the press and the National Trust’s attention. These women were not to be ignored. Through their exploits, they managed to save large swathes of the Cornish coastline, such as Frenchman’s Creek¶¶¶ and plots of land from Derbyshire to Wiltshire, as well as a number of properties now under the National Trust’s ownership, including their headquarters of Shalford Mill in Surrey, and Newtown Old Town Hall on the Isle of Wight.

         The Second World War saw the disbanding of the gang. Many of its members were engaged in war work, and by the end of the 1930s they had mostly relocated or gone to ground. However, that is not quite the end of the story. By the end of the 1930s, Peggy Pollard, already a Sanskrit scholar, had found herself living in  51Cornwall, where she immersed herself in learning Kernewek|||| and keeping goats. In 1941, she wrote Beunans Alysaryn, a play entirely in Kernewek, based on sixteenth-century Cornish mystery play texts. She was also well known for her musical abilities, and had often entertained the gang on excursions with tunes she had written. It seems this passion continued into life in Cornwall, since she is recorded in the West Briton newspaper as having treated the Madron branch of the Women’s Institute to tunes sung in Cornish, Hungarian, Spanish and Gaelic, and was the harpist for the Cornish Gorsedh###.30 She lectured frequently for the WI and the Old Cornwall Society on subjects as varied as Cornish saints and regional witchcraft, and in 1947 some of her research from these lectures made up the pages of a book entitled Cornwall, which was published as part of the series ‘Vision of England’, edited by Clough and Annabel Williams-Ellis. A full circle. 

         On reading through contemporaneous newspaper articles from Cornwall, it is curious to find that Peggy is named throughout as the sole saviour of large stretches of coastline. The gang is mentioned nowhere. In most accounts of its histories and activities, it is stated that members’ identities were kept a veiled secret until their deaths, and only Peggy was ever formally outed as a member, in her obituary in The Times. However, on reading through articles from the 1930s right through to the early 1970s, it would appear that the National Trust and wider public were probably aware that it was Peggy raising and donating vast sums of money while also drumming up public support for protection of the landscape, as she is the only member  52known to have spoken about the gang publicly. In May 1937, she is mentioned in the West Briton as having given a rousing talk on ‘Vanishing England’ to the Truro WI, in which she spoke about Ferguson’s Gang and their ‘original and daring methods of raising money’.31 There is no doubt that Peggy was the driving force behind the work of the gang – it’s possible that by discussing it, and in doing so risking revealing her identity as a member, she was trying to recruit new comrades and further the cause. After all, for her, the most important aspect of their work was raising money to protect the landscape and buildings of Britain. The rest was just good for publicity. 

         In 1937, Peggy was made a bard of the Cornish Gorsedh, not for her vast skills in the Cornish language but for her contributions to the preservation of Cornwall – offering more evidence that her exploits as a collector and saver of place were known widely. Her bardic name was Arlodhes Ywerdhon, which translates as ‘Irish Lady’, a rocky outcrop off the coast of Land’s End that the gang had saved for the nation in 1937.32 At Peggy’s barding ceremony, held at the Trippet stones on Bodmin Moor, the Gorsedh banner bearer, Henry Trefusis,**** is recorded as saying ‘We love Cornwall … We love her high cliffs and broad downs. How beautiful they are … How beautiful is the green grass, the purple heath, the yellow gorse!’33 It is clear that Peggy had found another group of people through which she could promote and further her cause.

         It is apparent that Peggy, above any of the other members of the gang, remained an active force for change in saving the British landscape. For fourteen years she was the secretary for the Cornish branch of the Council for the Protection of Rural England, fighting  53fiercely for the protection of nature. The role gave her a position that was accepted by the establishment, and thus she was able to further the work of the gang in a much more concerted and official way. 

         In 1957, she converted to Roman Catholicism, and this is the last time the gang crops up in records. She called on them for help, enlisting them to raise money to build the first ever Catholic church in Truro. The money was raised and it was opened in 1973, complete with wall hangings and church kneelers embroidered by Peggy. She was tireless in her energy and enthusiasm for the land, in particular Cornwall, and she should be far better remembered than she is; without her efforts, we would not still be able to enjoy the views from Land’s End or marvel at the bubbling waters of St Mawes Well.

         There is a connecting thread between Ferguson’s Gang and many of the other collectors I have discovered: they were unfaltering in their absolute commitment to the collection of folk tales, customs or practices, be it cycling the corners of Britain, trailing after people hoping to catch a folk song or faithfully copying the lines and radiant colours of stained glass. Each of them played an extraordinary part in the collection of Britain’s folk history, each of them helped to shine light on people and places that would have otherwise been entirely left out of history, and each of them helped form the way in which we look at and record history.

         Without their contributions and explorations of how history is assembled, we would have a much more linear view of who and what has constituted our collective histories. Britain is a wonderful patchwork of folk customs, stories and traditions, and it is formed of a myriad of people who have collected and preserved these. What we must continue to ask ourselves is: how can we continue to collect the histories of today’s folk? How can we move forward and expand how we collect, and what and who make up Britain’s folk histories now? 54

         Reimagining folk collection

         There is no doubt that the way in which folk customs and histories have been collected in Britain was problematic in times past. In 1975, the Folklore Society published an article in its journal Folklore by the folklorist Venetia Newall called ‘Black Britain’. In it, Venetia talks about the entrenched racism that prevails in folk collection, and explains how often inaccuracies in recording can be because of ingrained prejudices held by the collector. She gives examples of the following stories having been collected by various folklorists: ‘immigrant workers eating … pet-food sandwiches, … a poodle roasted and served up for dinner in a Chinese café, two rats and half an Alsatian allegedly discovered in a restaurant refrigerator’.34

         Venetia concludes that these stories cannot be true because, in her experience of interviewing and spending time with immigrant communities, they are, in fact, ‘exceptionally meticulous in the preparation of food’. What can be taken from this is the importance of spending time with people in order to gain cultural understanding. Recording from afar or speculation without on-the-ground research mean that often-pejorative preconceptions can creep into the findings. This example illustrates that folk collecting has, even in relatively recent times, been prone to racial stereotyping and as a result inaccurate and, frankly, racist stories have been recorded as fact.

         Gender and sexuality ‘norms’ have also provided difficulties in folk collection, as folk customs generally uphold certain archetypal images as ‘traditional’. Venetia Newall asserts in an article called ‘Folklore and Male Homosexuality’ that anyone considered ‘other’ within these spaces is typically cast in a role that either turns them into the enemy or objectifies or pokes fun at them in some capacity: ‘Do you have red hair? Then you must be related to the devil. Do your eyebrows meet on your nose? Then you must be a werewolf.’35 55This can present challenges: a culture of perceived ‘normality’ can lead to a narrative that creates an exclusionary folk practice, meaning that people who are queer, disabled or in some way different from the self-imposed ‘norm’ of society feel unable to participate, and, in some cases, have been actively discouraged or made to feel unwelcome.

         Further back in history, practices such as rough music, which we will discuss in more depth later, encouraged deep-seated homophobic prejudices, with people actively making fun of homosexual relationships by dressing up and performing mocking folk plays. In the Gloucestershire Council Archives, there are records of a form of folk play in the town of Westonbirt constructed by the townspeople specifically to publicly shame a farmer who had been accused of sodomy.36 The practice of this form of very targeted mockery has, thankfully, long since died out.

         There are, however, other forms of folk practice, sadly continuing today, that perpetuate exclusionary or mocking stereotypes. The Britannia Coconut Dancers of Bacup are a group of clog dancers from Lancashire whose dances were first collected by Cecil Sharp’s friend and collaborator Maud Karpeles for the English Folk Dance and Song Society in 1929. Their costume is made up of red-and-white-striped skirts with black turtleneck jumpers. On their heads they wear white turbans with a blue feather, and their faces are painted black. They have two accessories that they dance with: either a floral hoop in the style of female clog dancers from the region, or two halves of a wooden coconut that they clack together as they dance. In July 2020, the Joint Morris Organisation issued a statement on the usage of blackface in Morris, stating that ‘the Joint Morris Organisations (the Morris Federation, the Morris Ring, and Open Morris) have … agreed that each of them will take action to eliminate this practice from their membership’.37 At the annual general meeting later in the year, a vote saw the act of blackface completely banned from morris, 56and the three organisations elected to stop offering public liability insurance to sides that continue the practice in any way. It was a monumental moment in the history of morris dancing.

         Of course, many teams had already evolved their kit by the time the statement was issued, but the Britannia Coconut Dancers – despite the ruling, and the enormous pressure from the JMO – have continued to paint their faces black, maintaining that it represents the coal on the faces of Lancashire miners, and is not racist. However, history tells a different story. The area around Bacup has a deep connection to a nineteenth-century custom that suggests an alternative and very sinister narrative. Children were known to black up during the period of Eastertide and make loud music around their villages in a custom known as ‘N*****ing’.38 The historical accounts make for terrifying reading. The children mocked and cajoled onlookers as they walked the streets, adopting clothing that was seen as being taken from Black culture but was in fact informed by the costuming of then-popular black-and-white minstrel stage shows. There are accounts of the practice also taking place in Aston on Clun in Shropshire: ‘The lads of the village dressed in old clothes, blacked their faces, and toured the inns at Christmas, up to 1938, with bones, tambourines, tin whistle and such like, but there was practically no dance.’39

         At the same time that this custom was arriving on the streets of Lancashire, black-and-white minstrel shows were rising in popularity on stages across Britain. At one point there were more than three hundred shows a night. The actor David Harewood makes the point in his BBC television programme on blackface that the abolition of slavery had led people to feel that the Other was going to take over, and that out of this fear arose a custom of horrific racist mockery as a way of keeping true Black culture suppressed.40 It is almost certain that these Lancashire children were informed by what they were seeing in the theatres, streets and newspapers at the time. 

         57So what do these children and black-and-white minstrel shows have to do with the Bacup dancers? Well, although the Britannia Coconut Dancers are the only remaining group to engage in this form of dance and costuming, there were once many other sides in the area that did so, including the Tunstead Mill Nutters, from whom the Bacup dancers are said to have learnt their dances, and the Cloughfold Cokernut Dancers. These seem to have appeared in line with the rise of black-and-white minstrelsy. They all conformed to the same style of costuming, with blackened faces, striped skirts and turbans. Folk practice is often informed by popular culture, and frequently uses archetypes or figures in the public consciousness that are in some way the enemy: take, for example, the effigies of politicians burnt each year in Lewes, or the use of Napoleon or the Turkish Knight in mumming playscripts. It is perhaps not surprising that this folk-dance practice was influenced by the pejorative and racist images that were being encouraged by entertainment during this period.

         In her essay ‘Black Faces, Garlands, and Coconuts: Exotic Dances on Street and Stage’, the dance historian Theresa Jill Buckland makes the point that until the early 1950s, the Bacup dancers, alongside their faces, also blackened their hands, suggesting that they were trying to engage in a similar practice as the children of Lancashire once had.41 Theresa goes on to say that due to the lack of any other dance groups to compare their practice to, in the late twentieth century it had become easier for the Bacup dancers’ routine to be considered purely as some strange antiquated dance of the past, rather than as racist. This is certainly corroborated by the way in which the Bacup dancers were viewed in twentieth-century recordings and literature, with the focus always on them being something ancient, the meaning of which has been lost to time. In 1983, a programme was broadcast on national television called The Human Jigsaw, exploring ‘remote tribes’ 58across the world.42 It included the Bacup dancers alongside ceremonial rituals from the Mehinacu people of Brazil, further enhancing the narrative that these dancers from the North-West of England were, in fact, enacting some ancient forgotten rite, and not something that had its origins in a hugely racist Victorian form of stage show. That it has taken such a long time for folk collectors to recognise the true origins of coconut dancers would seem largely down to the fact that black-and-white minstrelsy was still being broadcast until as late at 1978. And, as I discovered one day via a poster of a black-and-white minstrel show in a charity shop in Dorset, it was still gracing seaside piers around Britain until at least 1981 (the year of the poster), if not into the 1990s. This is not to mention the enormous quantity of black-and-white minstrel LPs I regularly come across in charity shops. We also must not forget that it was not until 2015 that compensation payments to former slave-owning families ceased, despite the fact that the Abolition of Slavery Act was passed in 1833. There is no doubt that blackface was still considered as an acceptable and non-racist practice within the popular vernacular, and as a result the Bacup dancers were until very recently backed by the folk establishment. Folk dance organisations such as the EFDSS, which had the Bacup dancers at their annual Festival of Dance throughout the 1960s and 1970s, actively encouraged and promoted them – in 1963 they even graced the festival programme’s front cover with a short description inside referring to them as ‘black-a-moors’, going on to state that the music they dance to is ‘derived from folk songs of the remote past, others from popular songs of the last century’, further enhancing the connection between black-and-white minstrelsy and coconut dancing, and implying that the dismissal of a connection between minstrelsy and folk is only a very recent phenomenon.43

         Although the Bacup dancers doggedly continue to wear blackface, support for them has ebbed considerably in recent years. 59Nevertheless, uncomfortable folk practice still exists, and in order to truly move forward in a properly inclusive spirit, we must unpick the problematic histories connected to some folk traditions.

         There is a whole host of people doing important work in the re-evaluation of folk histories to make them more inclusive, and to push the discipline of folk collecting forward into the future. The folk singer Angeline Morrison has recently curated a resource for the EFDSS that explores the lost and forgotten histories of Black British people in relation to four traditional folk songs. The resource is available to schools across Britain and marks a very important moment in the history of folk-song collection in Britain. The redressing of previously white perspectives on our folk histories to include new research that is inclusive and encompassing of all people feels like a significant and long-overdue point to have reached.

         Gender narratives in folk song are also being confronted; the musician and illustrator Amy Hollinrake recently founded ‘Loathly Lady’, a project looking at the way in which folk song is catalogued and presented in archives. Alongside this, Amy has produced a magazine under the same heading, which investigates a series of folk songs, and the ways in which women have been portrayed in them. Likewise, the Armagh Rhymers have for generations been bringing the folk songs and stories of Ireland to children in Northern Ireland and beyond. They have crafted them into a form that makes them accessible and participatory, allowing children to learn about everything from traditional masking customs of Armagh to the tale of Bríd Uí Chléirigh being burned to death by her husband for witchcraft. They do not hide away from the more terrifying aspects of folk histories, instead placing them in a context that is understandable for children today, and exploring what this meant in the context of the time. Like Amy Hollinrake, they are rewriting folk histories in a way that puts minority figures into a place of empowerment. 
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