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Foreword


Well met, well met, at the entrance to an old kind of make-believe. Old Songs tells ten short stories inspired by traditional ballads, with histories to bind them to the past and bring them to life for the present.


The time frame for this book will reach back to the Classical period and forward to the early twentieth century. However, we will, for the most part, dwell in the early modern period; an age that saw, according to the usual knots in the rope of British history, the sixteenth-century Protestant Reformation, the witch trials and rising urbanisation, the transatlantic slave trade, the Civil War and the Restoration, colonialism and the rise of Europe’s empires. Old Songs explores the narratives sung by people who worked and gathered, and tested the edges of their worlds, discerning what or who lay within, by putting them in stories.


Our primary source is the five volumes of ballads published by the nineteenth-century Harvard Professor Francis James Child (died 1896). His astonishing collection features murder ballads, history ballads, ballads about King Arthur and the outlaw Robin Hood, and ballads about lovers, whether fairy, human or monstrous. Child offers as many versions of each ballad as he could find, takes careful note of his sources and draws parallels in his commentaries with folklore and mythic literature, working across at least thirteen languages. His collection may therefore not be exhaustive, but it is huge, indispensable and to quote a personal note from one modern academic, ‘essentially unmatched in literary scholarship.’


Reflecting, perhaps, a contemporary Anglo-American quest for a preliterate narrative heritage, Child tends to prioritise what he called ‘popular ballads’ – what we might call ‘traditional’ or ‘folk’ ballads today. His emphasis is largely, though by no means exclusively, the focus of this book too.


Ballads are hard to define. They are often written in quatrains, with an abcb rhyme pattern, but their unruliness is part of their appeal and often, like language itself, they do not follow the parameters we have tried to give them. They are often rooted in oral traditions, but this is also often overstated. I come to ballads as a medievalist and art historian, with a special interest in stories, myths and legends. I am, as far as I can tell, interested in the ten ballads chosen here for how they connect to other traditions and for how they fill up familiar, even mundane, landscapes with music, magic and mayhem.


If you come to Old Songs without much prior knowledge of balladry, I hope that it is an exciting way in. If you are familiar with ballads – you may even be a folk musician or dancer or have some other connection to living folk traditions – I hope this offers interesting historical perspectives and – as living folk traditions have offered me – a deal of inspiration.


Politically, I am out neither to demonstrate the supremacy of academia and book culture in preserving ballads, nor the supremacy of those thousands, if not millions, of people who kept these stories alive by the tenacity of their memory and the confidence to get up and sing. Rather, I believe in folk culture and academic consensus; we are allies in the face of single-voice storytelling, especially the kind used by tyrants. I’m hoping to show that, when it comes to ballads, numerous spheres of human endeavour collaborated to bring us what survives today: ballads and their histories depend on everything from elite manuscripts to the increasingly accessible printed book, alongside broadside pamphlets reproduced in their thousands, and, weaving through it all, the constant and illimitable human voice. Old Songs is thus a manifesto, of sorts, for collective, multimedia stories. And, of course, I would not have bothered at all if the stories were bad. They are not; they are amazing. Their action and their histories coruscate with magic, provoking the kind of quiet, confident excitement felt in childhood, when something confirms magic to have been real all along, revealing fairies behind rock-faces and monstrous worms winding round dolerite chimneys. But not all the stories are happy and that is the way of the world.


The stories and histories, the illustrations and, in the audiobook and via the link at the end of the printed edition, the music offered by Old Songs all pay homage to the astonishing worlds of the ballads we have chosen and the collaborative work that made them. Thus, Gwen Burns’ tender and haunting imagery, Natalie Brice’s immersive music and my stories and commentaries came into being together.


The stories, as I present them, respond to at least one version of the ballad narrative. Whenever there is dialogue, while modernising and standardising the English for the sake of accessibility, I have taken the language from one of Child’s versions of the ballad (except for Chapter Eight, which is the only ballad in this book not to be found in Child). In the chapter commentaries, I have searched for stories of past people and events to shed light on the ballad narrative, which may be strange and supernatural, but which also has the potential to coax history closer in captivating ways. I offer one version of each of the ballads’ lyrics at the end, mostly taken from Child’s collection.


So let us begin, for here are treasures. But beware the woodbine winding round the homely cottage beams. Beware the sound of bridle bells on the night of Hallowe’en. Beware the stranger, who calls from a berry-brown horse. And beware the candles floating on the river; they burn brighter over a corpse. Beware of the deep dark water, reader, or – to hell with it – dive right in.












Chapter One


Tam Lin; or, Janet, Who Won
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‘And pleasant is the fairy land,


But, an eerie tale to tell,


Aye at the end of seven years


We pay a tithe to hell;


I am so fair and full o’ flesh,


I’m feared it’ll be myself.’





Janet’s voice, commanding despite its age, stilled the pool of braided heads.


‘I forbid ye maidens all, that wear gold in your hair, to come and go by Carterhaugh, for young Tam Lin is there!’


Tell us more, her young audience’s eyes beseeched her. Tell us more. She knew she was not meant to. She had just been told they were too young for such tales. But their mother, her own daughter, had left now and Janet was not – had never been – one to follow orders. So, she sang of the elfin knight, and the girls sat bound by the song’s spell. That was just how Janet had felt when she’d heard of Tam Lin many years ago. Of course, since then the story had changed. Despite that opening warning, Janet’s listeners were now quite safe.


When the song was done and her granddaughters had begun moving and talking again, Janet grasped her stick and pushed herself to standing. The wood pressed into her palm as she walked to her chamber. Then she sat down at the foot of her bed and opened the large timber chest. Moving aside the contents with one hand, she searched till she found the small rowan-wood box. Her breathing slowed. She rested her stick against her knees. Then she took off the lid and gazed down at the contents. Her eyes adjusted slowly, for her vision was not what it had been, but in time the picture formed. With a finger and thumb, she lifted out the flower by its stem.


The pale bud was dry and brittle, only just holding on to the twig. It had once borne a second bloom beside the bud, but those petals had fallen off years ago. They lay in the bottom of the box, some whole, some little more than dust. And Janet turned the stem between finger and thumb, brushing a tremulous finger over the little sheaf of petals. She thought back to doing the same thing when the bud and the bloom, the double roses, had been fresh: smooth and plump as her own young skin had also been. On that first evening, she had lain in the dark, breathing the roses’ scent and dreaming of an elfin knight. Had she been daring in picking that rose from Carterhaugh or had she just taken what was rightfully hers?


When Janet was young, her father had given Carterhaugh over to her, and a larger part of his estate to her brother. Nettled at receiving the smaller share, she had never visited her portion. Indeed, she had never gone far from the castle. It was not that she was wholly happy there; the other girls were either much younger than her, much older, or too dull and too biddable, happy passing their time with endless rounds of needlework, games and stories. Janet tried to get on with them, but felt as though they didn’t understand each other. And that left only the men, who, apart from her brother and father, were old knights taken to hunching and gossiping like old wives.
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One day, as the rain drove across the hill outside, an older aunt told a story that Janet had not heard before. It concerned Tam Lin, who guarded the pool at Carterhaugh. Janet heard the name of her own lands. This same Tam Lin, the aunt said, took the maidenhead of any girl who went to that well without some gift to appease him. Janet looked out the window. Carterhaugh had been of no interest to her till now, but it was just over the hill that rose up behind the lashing rain. Her lips moved soundlessly as she repeated the aunt’s first warning, ‘I forbid ye maidens all.’


For the rest of that day, the prohibition summoned her like a bell. That night, she hardly slept, and the very next morning she did not go to breakfast. She put on her best green kirtle and tied it above her knee. She braided her hair, yellow as a fallen birch leaf. Then, taking a griddle cake from the kitchens, she slipped through the castle doors, across gardens and off up the pale green hill. The steep walk, with no sheltering trees, soon had her breathless and pink-cheeked, but this was the way to Carterhaugh and so she had to go on.


The wind blew and the dark clouds hung like the fat grey bellies of ewes. Janet could almost feel them brushing the top of her head as she crested the hill and hurried down towards the forest. When she entered it, the trees around her were wind-bent and covered in a ragged azure lichen. Celandines dotted the black ground. She stepped over them till she spied the pool of water that had to be Tam Lin’s well, for a canopy of lush, otherworldly roses overshadowed it, untouched by winds that had left all the other trees so lean and scrawny. And Janet scoured the pool and searched its shadowy edges but saw no Tam Lin. But then there was a glimmer further in, which Janet approached, looking deeper. A white horse stood under the roses. Acting on instinct, she raised her hand to a thorny stem. She snapped it, breaking off a double rose. And at that moment, as if called, he was there.


Tam Lin wore his hair long and his bonnet tilted back. He had a glove on his right hand. His face was grey-eyed and shadowy. He was not how she had imagined him.


‘Why pulls thou the rose, Janet, and why breaks thou the wand? Or why comes thou to Carterhaugh without my command?’


‘My daddy gave it to me,’ Janet said. ‘I’ll come and go by Carterhaugh and ask no leave of thee.’


Then she tucked the rose into her belt and waded towards him, across the shallow pool. She had come for one thing only.


Janet was home just in time for dinner. Walking back over the hill, she had brushed the petals, leaves and lichen from her hair with her fingers and remade her braids. Then she had hidden her muddy shoes in the garden to dry and untied her green kirtle to cover her feet. When she came to the hall no one commented on her flushed cheeks, nor the scratches on the back of her neck. No one was surprised that Janet had been absent for whatever they had done to while away the afternoon. She was wont to go her own way.


Time passed over the remote castle and Janet’s legs grew strong with walking to Carterhaugh. And when she was not at Tam Lin’s well, he was all she thought about. At night she would hold up the double rose and see the bud and the bloom glowing like moons. And she would smell his north-wind freshness and feel the pressure of his touch.


That summer, something else began to happen. While she was playing chess with one of her cousins, the girl told her she had turned green as glass. At once, almost as if in answer, Janet felt her stomach turn and, knocking the bone gaming pieces to the ground in her haste, she ran into the garden and hid behind a wall. She wanted to crouch out of sight and wait for the sickness to pass. Then she saw she had been followed by one of her father’s aged knights. He looked down at her and laughed.


‘Alas, fair Janet, for thee, but we’ll all be blamed.’


She had suspected for some time that she was pregnant. But the thought that she might have come to this state with any of her father’s knights threatened to bring up her breakfast even more than the pregnancy itself. Janet told the old knight to hold his tongue. When he didn’t leave, she wished an ill death upon him, and assured him she’d be laying no blame at his door. With that, he shuffled away. And perhaps she should have spoken more gently, for the news had reached her father by the time she was back in the castle. She was to go and see him. She saw no use in defiance.


He stood, proud and straight-backed, facing her as she walked in through the door. Her brother sat on the window seat behind him. Embracing her and feeling the change in her shape, her father said with conviction:


‘And ever alas, sweet Janet, I think you go with child.’


And by the silence that followed she knew he was waiting to hear the name of her lover and expecting it to be one of his retinue. Janet pictured all the old knights and shuddered. Janet told her father she would be marrying no lord in his household. She told him the truth.


‘He is an elfin grey.’


Her father did not speak, and she read in his silence and his expression the impossibility of this. To name no man as father, to have no wedding, would bring disgrace upon her, as well as her kin. And now her brother spoke up, saying that there were plants in the hollows of Carterhaugh that would put an end to an unborn child. Janet left without a word. She now saw that, for her own sake, as well as her child’s, she had to speak to Tam Lin.
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The next time she trod the path to Carterhaugh, Janet could no longer lace up her green kirtle. Still, she had hitched it above her knee and braided her hair. The rain poured and the wind wrested the leaves from the trees but the double roses had not withered with the change of season. She greeted Tam Lin’s white horse. She picked a double bloom. Then, as ever, Tam Lin appeared.


‘Why pulls thou the rose, Janet? All to kill the bonny babe that we got us between?’


Janet asked him if he had ever known Christendom; if he was all fairy, or just partly so. And, as the rain sent circles spreading over the surface of the pool, he told her that he had once been a human knight, the grandson of the Earl of Roxburgh, but had fallen off his horse while hunting and the Fairy Queen had caught him in the air. And so his soul resided in Elfland and could not fully reside anywhere else. And now Tam Lin’s voice became so quiet that it was almost one with the pattering rain.


‘Pleasant is the fairy land, but an eerie tale to tell. For at the end of seven years, we are sent in tithe to hell.’


Janet stepped around the pool and took Tam Lin’s grey hands. Her future disgrace paled compared to his threat of damnation. She asked if there were some way for him to escape. He looked into her eyes for a long time. Then he said there was, but it was not an easy task. And they sat down under the nodding, dripping roses, and he stroked her hands and told her what to do. Janet listened, determined to obey every word.


Hallowe’en took a long time to come around. When it did, she had rehearsed her task countless times in her mind, going over it while she played the usual games of chess, heard the usual stories and worked at her embroidery. In the meantime, all in the castle had been watching her belly grow and waiting for the excitement that was surely to come. No one but the youngest girls believed her when she told them the identity of the father. Most thought her a liar. What would happen when her time came and she had not provided for herself? Would she be turned out? Would she lose her inheritance? Would she die in labour and leave them with a baby to raise? The household’s curiosity joined the scent of beeswax and woodsmoke in the air. But she did not pay any attention. When Hallowe’en arrived and everyone was asleep, she left the castle. Despite the weight of the child, she climbed the hill, not making for Carterhaugh this time, but a place called Miles Cross. There, two roads intersected beside a shallow pool. The wind chased her. It needled her with icy rain. But, by midnight, she had reached the place and found the pool. And she had taken up her position beside it. She waited and watched, hugging herself, searching, seeing illusions in the pattern of clouds and stars and the colour of the moonlight, starting forward and then falling back, until, at last, it happened.


This was no illusion. The night sky had split in two.


In a cacophony of noise and lights, the riders came: a galloping frenzy, wild, shrieking as if chased, a horde of knights and creatures and minstrels. The dazzling apparition. The Otherworld cascade. And she knew it was what she had been waiting for: the Fairy Queen’s Seely Court, abroad on Hallowe’en, and Tam Lin must be within it. But where? She tried to see him amid the wheeling lights. She recited his words in her mind:


O first let pass the black, lady, and now let pass the brown, but quickly run to the milk-white steed. Pull his rider down.


Then Janet saw the black horse, stately and huge, with a man on it. She held back. Then she saw the brown horse, and beheld its shadowy rider, and let him pass as well. Next, she saw the white horse she knew from under the roses, and riding it a man whom she knew by his dear grey face and his long hair, his gloved right hand and tilted hat. His features were gravely drawn. His face obscure. But she swallowed her doubts. She waited. She held her breath. She braced herself, setting her feet apart on the ground, till he was right before her. Then she launched herself up and seized him by the elbow, pulling him backwards, dragging him from his saddle with all her strength and all the force of her will. He slid onto her and she thought they would both crash to the ground, but then he remained in the air above her and she clung to him, knowing that, come what may, she must hold on with all her might.


First he became a bear, strong, massive and reeking, but she did not let go. Then he became a lion, and his great bronze head tossed below the midnight sky, but still she held firm. And then he turned into a snake and an adder and her fingers ached and her shoulders shook, but she recited his words in her head: hold him fast and fear him not as ye shall love your child. The serpents hissed, coiled and writhed, but her fists did not open. And she repeated the words like a prayer: But hold him fast, let him not go, I’ll be your bairnie’s father.


Janet didn’t know how many times he changed form: black hound, eagle, dragon. And with each new shape her arms burned and her terror rose. Then, when he was a flash of fire against the night, for a long, desperate time she thought the fear would overcome her and she would let go. Her eyelids, squeezed shut, glowed red as she urged herself to hold on. Then she remembered, with a shock of panic, that this was the moment; this was when she had to act. Before he could change again, she tipped herself sideways into the pool. There was a rush of white steam and the fire vanished. Her hands were empty, but Tam Lin lay mother-naked against her, his face pressed into her chest, his fingers clutching her shoulders. Could it be that it was done? Could it be that she had won?
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As she drew her mantle over him, her ears rang. She could no longer hear the shrieking of the Seely Court, only the pounding of her own blood, but then she heard a woman’s voice so clearly it was as if the speaker’s mouth were brushing against her cheek.


‘Them that has gotten young Tam Lin has gotten a stately groom.’


Janet looked round. The Fairy Queen was so close she could see the sweat on her brow.


‘Shame betide her ill-fared face and an ill death may she die,’ the Queen said, rocking back on her heels. ‘For she’s taken away the bonniest knight in all my company.’


And the great woman’s eyes roved over Tam Lin’s cradled body. And the lights from the riders, now hovering and still, caught tears on her cheeks. And when she had, it seemed, looked enough, she brought her face to his ear. Janet could smell the north wind in her hair.


‘But had I known, Tam Lin, what now this night I see,’ the Queen whispered, ‘I would have taken out thy two grey eyes and put in two eyes of tree.’


Tam Lin pressed his face harder into Janet’s chest and waited. And after a time, the tall woman stepped back and, giving Tam Lin one last, scornful look, returned to the throng and leapt up on a dapple-grey horse. She whistled to her greyhounds, spurred the horse’s flanks and vanished into the midnight sky, the Seely Court shrieking once more behind her.


They were alone. Janet helped up the freezing, trembling Tam Lin and led him back to her father’s castle. The next morning, having found him clothes from her brother’s wardrobe, she presented him to the household as the father of her child. And Tam Lin was asked about his family and messages were sent to them. They confirmed his story, saying that their brother and son, whom they called Thomas, had gone out hunting with his grandfather years before, and his horse had returned without a rider. As the story spread, few believed that he had really spent his missing years in Elfland, a vassal of the Fairy Queen, but those who had told the story of Tam Lin before enjoyed fashioning its new and wondrous ending. And he and Janet bore more children. And he and Janet grew old.


The elderly Janet put the bud back in the little box, careful not to break it. She remembered how Tam Lin had told their children the story of their courtship. And when he did tell it, he was never ashamed as other men might have been, to say that a girl – and a pregnant one besides – had saved him from the fires of hell. It was one of the many things she had loved him for.


In the end, she’d been forced to let go of Tam Lin, for death was more powerful than the Fairy Queen and Janet put together. But she knew she would follow him one day and that made all the difference. After that, her children, or her grandchildren, would go through her possessions and find the dried-out roses among the other disordered keepsakes she’d been too fond of to discard before her death. And they would say, What was she doing holding on to all this? We asked her to sort it out. But then, if they had ever listened properly to her story, they might recall that they themselves would not have been born if Janet had condescended to follow orders, not least that fateful decree: ‘I forbid ye maidens all, that wear gold in your hair, to come and go by Carterhaugh, for young Tam Lin is there!’


Tam Lin was once far better known than it is today. And perhaps one hallmark of fame, is parody. Elements of the Tam Lin narrative appear in a late sixteenth-century comedic text by the Elizabethan playwright Thomas Nashe: The Choise of Valentines, or The Merie Ballad of Nash his Dildo. On Valentine’s Day (rather than Hallowe’en), the protagonist, whose name is Tomalin, discovers that his lover, Mistress Frances, has moved into a brothel. He pretends to be a customer and is made to pay to sleep with her. When he finally enters Mistress Frances’ room, however, his desire is so extreme that it is all over for him before they have even started. She encourages his excitement to return, ‘Not ceasing’, the poem explains, ‘till she rais’d it from his swoune’. They finally have intercourse, except, once again, it ends before Frances is satisfied, though at first she appears to pretend otherwise. Realising Tomalin is not up to the job, she produces a device. It vanquishes Tomalin’s member in the manner of a wrestling match:




Poore Priapus! whose triumph now must falle,


  Except thou thrust this weakeling to the walle.


Behould! how he usurps, in bed and bowre


  And undermines thy kingdom everie howre.





The device triumphs over Tomalin’s own, unworthy member, leading to Nashe’s use of a phrase that may have codified and popularised a now famous word for a sex toy: ‘Curse Eunuke dilldo, senceless counterfet.’ The narrator then proceeds to ask forgiveness for the poem, as well as his personal sexual limitations, giving the excuse that he was nursed by an elf.


Nashe’s poem owes its form and themes to ballad culture, albeit more urban and bawdy than Tam Lin. The late medieval advent of the printing press, along with the (female-led) urbanisation and population growth of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, birthed the city ballad singer and lively London-centred trade in selling printed lyrics on sheets called ‘broadsides’. Many of these broadsides survive; hundreds were collected by Samuel Pepys (died 1703), and they deal in anti-Catholicism (see The Rare Vertue of an Orange; Or Popery purged), murder, marvellous natural phenomena (such as the battle of the birds near the city of Cork in 1622) and, most importantly for this discussion, comic themes, including obscenities. Nonsense terms abound in ballads and live on in lyrics still sung today, including ‘hey diddle diddle’. They were especially useful for standing in for the names of sexual organs, for instance, ‘dadabum doo’, which is ‘rough and hairy and furry too’, or, as in one of Pepys’ ballads, The Maids Complaint for want of a Dil Doul (a French nonsense term for ‘penis’). The latter probably gave rise to ‘dildo’ as it appears in Nashe’s poem. Its transformation into a sex toy may be down to Nashe, who rails against the prostitute’s device as a ‘senceless counterfet’, punning on the notion of a nonsense term.


As well as picking up on certain aspects of the poem Tam Lin – including the protagonist’s name, a lover who dwells in a place apart, and elves – Nashe’s poem appears to make a joke of Tam Lin’s general impotence and, by extension, the emasculating effect of Janet’s heroism. One can’t help wondering whether Nashe, upon hearing Tam Lin, felt so discomfited on behalf of the male sex by her agency that he came up with a poem in which ‘Tomalin’ gets upstaged in bed. This, in turn, suggests that we are not being anachronistic in the surprise we may feel at encountering such a powerful female protagonist in an early modern ballad. It was evidently felt by some of its earlier listeners too. And Nashe couldn’t let it lie.


The ballad Tam Lin implies, by its traditional title, that the hero is Tam Lin himself, but we all know it is Janet. She seizes what she wants and holds on until she has it, delivering her lover from the Fairy Queen and the threat of damnation to boot. Hers is a story of triumph. However, not all attempted fairy rescues went so well. Another traditional tale, published by Sir Walter Scott in 1802, speaks of a farmer’s wife abducted by fairies. For the first year after her disappearance, she somehow made it home each Sunday to brush her children’s hair. When her husband confronted her, she gave him instructions on how to win her back from Elfland: he must wait on Hallowe’en for the Fairy or Seely Court (‘seely’ is cognate with seelig in German, meaning ‘blessed’, and ‘silly’ in English). The farmer did as he was told and stood out at night in a patch of ‘furze’ or gorse. But when the court rode by with its ringing fairy bridles, with its laughing and shouting beings, the spectacle overwhelmed him; he was frightened to paralysis. And he stood there unmoving as the noise and vision vanished, the last thing he heard being the desperate crying of his now lost-forever wife.


Had he managed to catch hold of her, she might also have transformed into a multitude of different creatures and elements, before falling into his lap and returning to the world full-time. That is what happens in Tam Lin. It is also found in a Scandinavian ballad collected in the eighteenth century and known by various titles including Nattergalen or ‘The Nightingale’: an Egyptian princess saved by her uncle, who holds on to her foot as she shapeshifts from lion, to bear, to a host of small snakes and finally into a lind-worm, perhaps of the kind we will meet in our chapter about Alison Gross. Ovid’s Ancient Greek story of the goddess Thetis and her would-be lover Peleus also describes the mortal’s first attempt to catch her with comparable consequences:


‘At first she was a bird, but while she seemed a bird he held her fast; and then she changed herself to a large tree, and Peleus clung with ardour to the tree; her third disguise was as a spotted tigress, which frightened him so that he lost his hold.’ It is not until he receives divine instructions to bind her with ropes and complicated knots (see the chapter on Willie’s Lady) that she is unable to escape. They conceive the hero Achilles.


Tam Lin brings many traditional motifs together. Janet breaks a rose stem and a combative Tam Lin appears. A similar device is used in a ballad known as Young Akin, in which a woman picks two nuts in a wood and provokes the appearance of the ballad’s indignant namesake. In 1907, the folklorist Andrew Lang noted the similarity with a legend associated with the grove of Diana at Aricia, in the Lazio region of Italy. If a fugitive broke a bough from the grove, he would have to fight the priest that guarded her shrine. If the fugitive won, he would take the priest’s place. So, the breaking of the bough by the visitor represented a challenge and perhaps even a claim to ownership, which Janet herself claims in Tam Lin. She says she owns Carterhaugh: a gift from her father. So, the ballad is part of something bigger.


To cite one last magical example of this kind of interconnectedness we may turn to the early eleventh century, a priest called Burchard of Worms and his book of penance. In the chapter on Women’s Vices, he addresses women who, he says, believe that,


in the stillness of a quiet night, with you gathered in your bed with your husband lying at your bosom, you are physically able to pass through closed doors and can travel across the span of the earth . . . And that you can kill baptised people . . . without using visible weapons and then, after cooking their flesh, can eat it and put straw, wood, or something like this in place of their hearts, and, though you have eaten them, you can bring them back to life and grant them a stay during which they can live?


For this sin, he prescribes forty days of bread and water and seven years penance thereafter. The text also anticipates the words of the Fairy Queen, who, so furious with Tam Lin for escaping, wishes she had taken out his eyes and swapped them for wood.


We can look at these ballad stories now and see them as part of a web of lore and myth. We can identify tropes and stock characters. We can assume a position of critical distance. However, this is not how earlier listeners are likely to have consumed them. It helps also to imagine ourselves listening to or performing a story like Tam Lin in the wake of the witch trials, when encounters with Fairy were perceived as a real and perilous possibility. Janet is a woman who meets with an otherworldly man. She sleeps with him, or (in some versions) is raped by him. And then, in a moment of astonishing courage, she tells her father the fairy identity of the knight. Now the story becomes a mission to seize her lover before she herself is persecuted. By saving him, she will restore his humanity and perhaps save her own life.


Tam Lin is fictional, but female communication with beings from Elfland did not belong in stories alone. The 1576 witch trial of a Scottish woman called Bessie Dunlop of Lyn describes two otherworldly meetings occurring just after she had given birth. Her newborn child was ill and so was her husband, Andrew Jack. As she sat in a state of anxious grief, a large woman appeared at her cottage door asking for a drink. She then informed Bessie that her child would die but her husband would recover. Once the woman had left, another visitor followed her: a man called Thom Reid, who had died in the Battle of Pinkie in 1547 (twenty-nine years earlier), and was visiting from ‘Elfhame’ or Elfland. The previous visitor, he explained, had been none other than the Fairy Queen, his mistress. He then attempted to persuade Bessie to give up her Christianity and come back with him to Elfhame, where she would live a life of luxury. During her trial, she said she refused him, but this did not, in the eyes of her accusers, outweigh her other incriminating deeds: such as healing people with herbs, and midwifery with the help of a green thread bestowed on her by Reid. She was tortured with sleep deprivation and incisions above the mouth, before being strangled to death and burned.


Bessie Dunlop of Lyn would not have been killed if fairies were perceived, as they often are now, as no more than whimsy or fantasy. To proceed with anything like the necessary equipment, we need to appreciate that the lore she describes circulated, even into the modern period, in societies with an open belief in the supernatural. Fairies had long been part of the European imaginary and troublesome to Christian theologians, effectively cast as lesser demons, but sixteenth-century Protestant reform saw this happen with more conviction than ever. King James VI/I’s Daemonologie presents fairies as demonic illusions ‘rifest in the time of Papistrie’: ‘the deuil illuded the senses of sundry simple creatures, in making them beleeue that they saw and harde such thinges’ as ‘the Phairie,’ So, the authorities that sanctioned witch-hunting began associating fairy-belief with the former ‘heretical’ ways. It’s intriguing that Bessie reported Thom Reid to have held a preference for Catholicism; after all, it had been a safer space for women like her.


William Motherwell, a nineteenth-century ballad collector, described, somewhat patronisingly, the credulity of the ballad singers he had met. He wrote of how they sang their stories with ‘the most unqualified and implicit belief’, and attached to that belief ‘the feeling and pathos with which [the tales] are occasionally chaunted; the audible sorrow that comes of deep and honest sympathy’. But why not? Fairies were threatening enough in the sixteenth century for people who believed in them to be executed. And fairies, or their envoys, offered dreams we still recognise: the promise of a life of luxury, if we were only willing to leave our responsibilities behind.


When visting Caterhaugh, I expected to have to walk somewhere to get to Tamlane’s Well; maybe ford a stream, beat back brambles with a stick, skirt round a huffing bull. I thought the well might be surrounded by native species: hawthorn, dog roses, willow. But there was no stream, no brambles, no bull. There was no indigenous greenery. There was – credit to the impeccable tidiness of Scottish farms – a clipped roadside verge and a glossy laurel hedge. And because we’re children of the written word, there was also a beautifully carved stone sign telling me I had come to ‘Tamlane’s Well’.


This book is full of fiction, fantasy and nonsense, but old stories travel to us through a root system of real lives, with all their pains and predilections. Thomas Nashe and Samuel Pepys were real, and so were the prostitutes of London with sex toys near at hand. Bessie Dunlop of Lyn was real. So was the cruelty of her death. There is meaning everywhere. As we go on, let us believe and feel.




‘But had I known, Tam Lin,’ she says,


‘What now this night I see,


I would have taken out thy two grey eyes,


And put in two eyes of tree.’
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