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British folklore takes us back to a time of monsters and magic, when giants walked and hills offered doors to other realms. Tales spun around the hearth, during feasts and over cribs were brought to life by each teller, before being lovingly passed down from generation to generation so new eyes could shine with wonder as they drank in the meaning. 


These colourful threads of shared belief have enabled us to explore both the world around us and within us for thousands of years, helping us triumph over evil, explore our darkest desires and wrestle with love, death and loss, all from the safety of our firesides.


Folklore has also allowed us to weave an intricate tapestry of customs that we still use today to celebrate and honour life events and rejoice in the cycle of the seasons. 


While fairy tales are often set in imagined worlds and myths deal with deities, folklore is deeply rooted in the landscape. It’s as rich and earthy as the soil beneath our feet, and just as full of life.


We hope you enjoy this whistle-stop tour of Britain’s hill forts, heroes and hellhounds. While it isn’t exhaustive, it is incredibly good fun.









chapter one:


The Beginnings 
of the 
British Isles







When it comes to explaining how the British Isles were formed, folklore does it in style. It offers wild and colourful tales of how the land was shaped and peopled, from the story of the wizard Merlin conjuring enormous stones from Ireland to form Stonehenge, to the tale of the goddess the Cailleach creating Ben Nevis with blows of her magical hammer.


It’s difficult to know whether these creation myths were ever intended to be truly believed. They may just have been designed to explain the inexplicable or to teach moral lessons, like how trickery and greed don’t always pay off while bravery will always win the day.


Either way, they take us on a gloriously bumpy ride through the history of Britain and how it came to be.
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England, Scotland and Wales were once known collectively as Albion. Some historians believe the name comes from the Latin word albus, meaning “white”, and that it was given to Britain by early settlers when they first caught sight of the white cliffs of Dover.


Folklore, however, offers a more colourful explanation: one which involves wayward princesses, murder and giants.


The legend of Princess Albina


According to Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the Kings of Britain, written in the late 1130s, the kingdom of Albion takes its name from a mythical princess called Albina. Albina, it is said, was sent to Britain as an exile with her 32 wayward sisters somewhere back in the mists of time.


The 33 princesses were supposedly cast out of their homeland by their father, the Roman Emperor Diocletian, for murdering their husbands, who they felt were unworthy of them. When they arrived in Albion, they found a green and pleasant land populated by animals and plants of all kinds but no other human beings.


Arriving as widows in an unpopulated land, the young women were forced to take the demon spirits of Albion’s hills, rivers and caves as their lovers.


The legend goes that as a result of these wild unions, the sisters gave birth to a race of violent and unruly giants who ruled over Albion until Brutus of Troy arrived. With the help of his army and trusted general Corineus, Brutus then wiped out the giants.


According to folklore, the last remaining giant was a fearsome fellow called Gogmagog, who stood 12 cubits high and ruled over the south-west of England.


Eventually, Gogmagog was also overpowered by Corineus, who defeated him in battle, picked him up and then heaved him off Plymouth Hoe. According to Geoffrey of Monmouth, Corineus then gave his name to Cornwall, while Brutus founded London.
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Carved statues of Gogmagog and Corineus stand in the Guildhall in London today and have done so since 1554.


Over time, the Guildhall giants have become known as Gog and Magog, leading some people to associate them with another version of the myth where two giants, rather than one, were defeated in the final battle for control of windswept Albion.


In this variant of the story, Brutus and Corineus jointly tackled the last two survivors of the violent race of giants descended from Albina and her sisters: two terrible fiends known as Gog and Magog.


Once they had been defeated, the story then tells how Brutus dragged the two enormous prisoners back to London and chained the warrior giants to the gates of Brutus’ palace on the site of the modern-day Guildhall. The two were then kept there to act as guardians.


By whichever route Gog and Magog arrived at their guarding post, it is well known that by the time Henry V
was on the throne, the carved giants were firmly positioned at the gates of the Guildhall.


Whether you prefer the version of the story with one giant or two, the Guildhall statues offer a fascinating link back to Albina and the folk-tale origins of the British Isles.




Every year, on the second Sunday of November, effigies of Gog and Magog are carried through the City of London as part of the traditional procession in the Lord Mayor’s Show.


The tall figures seen on the day of the show are just the latest in a long line of pagan effigies that go back at least a thousand years.
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How did Brutus of Troy come to be in Albion in the first place? What happened after he’d dispatched the last of the native giants?


The story of Brutus appears first in the ninth-century Historia Brittonum, written by the chronicler Nennius, and later in Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the Kings of Britain. According to both accounts, Brutus was exiled from Troy for accidentally killing his father with an arrow while out hunting.


Geoffrey of Monmouth then explains how Brutus set sail in a ship loaded with provisions and landed in Greece. The story describes how Brutus freed some fellow Trojans who were enslaved there, overthrew the king of Greece and married his daughter Ignoge, before taking to the seas again.


After a short war with the Gauls, Brutus and his army landed in Totnes in Devon and claimed Albion as their own. Brutus declared that the goddess Diana had shown him this fertile land in a dream and told him that he was destined to settle there and rule.


Once they’d settled in Albion, Brutus and his generals saw off the native giants and divided the kingdom between themselves, changing its name to Britain and calling their subjects “Britons” after their great leader.


According to Geoffrey of Monmouth, they subsequently created a city called “New Troy”, or “Trinovantum”, on the banks of the Thames. We now know this city as London.


In Geoffrey’s account, Brutus ruled over Britain for 24 years and had three sons by Ignoge – Locrinus, Albanactus and Kamber.


When Brutus died, the kingdom was divided between his sons, with the exception of Cornwall, which was ruled by the giant-killing Corineus. Locrinus became ruler of Loegria, which is modern-day England (minus Cornwall). Albanactus ruled Albania or Albany, which is today’s Scotland, and Kamber ruled over Cambria, the area now known as Wales.
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On a clear day, you can make out the snowy peaks of Yr Wyddfa (Mount Snowdon) in Wales from across the Irish Sea. Given how close Wales and Ireland are physically, it’s no surprise there are many folk tales about how their relationship was formed.


The tale of Branwen


This story touches on the ancient relations between the Irish and the British, explaining how Ireland came to be divided into provinces. The tale of Branwen comes from a famous Welsh collection called The Mabinogion, written in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. However, the stories are believed to be much older.


According to The Mabinogion, Britain was once ruled by a Welsh king, Bendigeidfran, which means “blessed raven”. He was also known as Brân for short. Brân was a giant who lived in a castle on Harlech Rock with his sister Branwen, brother Manawydan and half-brother Efnisien, who was known for his bad temper and impulsive behaviour.


One day, King Brân and his family saw ships approaching from Ireland. The fleet had their shields raised in peace and was led by Matholwch, king of Ireland. He had come to ask Brân for his sister’s hand in marriage.


Brân agreed to the match, believing it would bring lasting peace between the two nations, and a lavish wedding took place. Yet Efnisien wasn’t happy, as he felt he hadn’t been properly consulted about the marriage. So he raised his sword and attacked Matholwch’s horses, which were tethered outside.


When Matholwch discovered his injured horses, he was greatly offended and made ready to sail immediately for Ireland with his new bride.


To make peace, Brân gave Matholwch new horses to replace the injured ones, a thick silver ingot, a gold plate and a magic cauldron to heal the sick and bring the dead back to life.


When Queen Branwen arrived in Ireland, her beauty was much admired, and she was given exquisite gifts of jewellery. After a year, she gave birth to a baby son, Gwern, and everyone rejoiced.


However, trouble was brewing. Soon after Gwern’s birth, the Irish nobles heard about Efnisien’s attack on Matholwch’s horses. They demanded that Matholwch punish Branwen in retaliation.	


Matholwch gave in to the demands of his court and banished Branwen to work in the castle’s kitchens, where she was beaten and forced to work long hours. He also forbade travel between Ireland and Wales to make sure that no word of his vengeance got back to King Brân.


Branwen had a miserable time in the kitchens. She was friendless, except for a young starling that had flown through the kitchen window one day. She fed and tamed her new companion and told the starling stories of her brave brother, the giant king back in Wales. She showed the starling the way to his castle across the water.


Once Branwen believed the starling was strong enough, she gave it a letter and told it to fly straight and true to her brother Brân. In the letter she told her brother of her imprisonment and betrayal by Matholwch and the Irish.


When Brân received the letter, he was furious. Fearing for his sister’s life and the honour of his people, he gathered a mighty army and set sail across the Irish Sea. Brân himself had no need of a boat; with his enormous height, he simply waded across the water between Wales and Ireland.


Matholwch was afraid of Brân and when he heard reports of his army crossing the sea, he fled across the River Shannon and destroyed the only existing bridge.


Crossing the river was no problem for Brân. He simply lay down so his men could cross on his back, uttering the words: “He that would lead, let him be a bridge.” This phrase is still a well-known Welsh proverb.


When Matholwch saw that the Welsh had crossed the Shannon, he panicked and offered Brân a truce. He promised to put his son, Gwern, on the Irish throne in his stead and build a giant house for Brân if he would end the conflict.


Brân agreed, but when the giant house was finished, it transpired that 100 Irish soldiers had been secretly hidden in flour bags inside the house. Efnisien discovered the plot and, suspecting treachery, he crushed each of the men alive in their sacks.


That evening, things took an even uglier turn. Efnisien was enraged by the Irish betrayal and lost his temper during the peace talks between the two nations. Working himself into a frenzy, he ended his rampage by throwing his own nephew, Gwern, the king of Ireland, into the fire!


Branwen made to jump into the fire to rescue Gwern, but Brân held her back and the young king was swallowed up by the flames. It seemed all hope of peace had been lost, and bitter fighting broke out between the Irish and the Welsh.


With the magic cauldron Brân had given to Matholwch in their possession, the Irish found they could revive any soldier that fell in battle, which gave them a huge advantage over the Welsh. Efnisien saw this and realized he must act if they were to have any hope of victory.


Efnisien quickly hatched a plan which involved disguising himself as a dead Irish soldier so that he would be thrown into the cauldron. Once inside the enchanted pot, he used all his great strength to break the cauldron into four pieces from the inside, destroying it, and ending his own life in the process.


Without the cauldron, the two armies were evenly matched and the bloodshed was intense. Eventually, the Irish were defeated, but only seven Welsh soldiers remained alive, plus Brân and Branwen. With heavy hearts, the nine survivors set sail for Wales.
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