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RUNIC LORE AND LEGEND
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“The magical runes of England have, ironically, been the most neglected of all 
the runic alphabets in writings in the English language. To have one of the leading 
authors on the wisdom of the runes pen this comprehensive manual on the Northumbrian 
wyrdstaves is a most valuable gift to all who follow the Northern Tradition. Pennick’s 
weaving of local history and lore around the runes illuminates his subject in a 
way that no other book has been able to achieve.”

RICHARD RUDGLEY, AUTHOR OF THE RETURN OF ODIN: THE MODERN RENAISSANCE OF PAGAN IMAGINATION

“Nigel Pennick is a true initiate who can demonstrate to the reader how nature 
and cosmos correlate to each other. He explains runes, medieval traditions, and 
Celtic magic in a pedagogic way that helps us understand how these topics are universal—something 
that gives us knowledge about ourselves and is of highest relevance for humankind 
today. I regularly return to Nigel Pennick’s books and am delighted to add Runic 
Lore and Legend: Wyrdstaves of Old Northumbria to my shelf.”

THOMAS KARLSSON, PH.D., FOUNDER OF THE ESOTERIC ORDER DRAGON ROUGE AND AUTHOR OF NIGHTSIDE OF THE RUNES



INTRODUCTION

OUR PICTURE OF PAST TIMES

THE TECHNIQUES OF HISTORY AND FOLKLORE, including the study of the runes, often 
look at events and artifacts as if they were isolated phenomena with no context 
from which they emerged. Historical events are often seen as individual facts, and 
the surrounding physical, social, political, religious, and economic conditions 
of the time are scarcely taken in to account. Because of this, history becomes a 
broad picture of a sequence of more or less chaotic events, largely composed of 
war, conquest, oppression, enslavement, and sudden catastrophic change. Similarly, 
artifacts that come down to us more or less intact are here because for various 
reasons they have not been destroyed. Our picture of past times is thus a glimpse 
of near-random fragments. But from even such fragmentary and almost random records 
of events, often written down as propaganda for the winning or ruling group, it 
is possible to discern certain themes that are embedded in the fabric of tradition.

What is ignored by historians in the vast majority of cases is the place that 
magic has in history. Beliefs and techniques, like those inherent in the handicrafts, 
can be detected within those fragments we possess. An Anglo-Saxon sword, for example, 
is the result of more than one and a half thousand years of weapon-smithing using 
iron. It did not come into existence without incorporating all the knowledge gained 
by experiment and experience over that time and the traditions—practical, social, 
and magical—practiced by the smiths themselves. Similarly, a historical account 
of an event from any year contains within it all the traditions and beliefs then 
current, whether or not the agents in the event were conscious of them. There are 
also overt instances of recorded magic. Through these embedded fragments we can 
discern the traditions and beliefs’ continuity through changes in dynasties, regimes, 
and religions: what changed and what remained essentially the same.
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Illuminated runes

This book is about the region of Great Britain known as Old Northumbria. In the 
early Anglo-Saxon period it was a kingdom in its own right. The physical geography 
of this part of Great Britain has, of course, scarcely changed in one and a half 
thousand years. But the political and ethnic boundaries have, time and again. 
History is a process of constant change; the ethnicities and boundaries of this 
region have altered an almost bewildering number of times in recorded history. This 
is certainly the case in the formative years of Northumbria: a long and complex 
tale of constant change, immigration, warfare, conquest, ethnic mixing, and the 
emergence of new identities. The Northumbrian runes, unique because they contain 
elements from all the cultures of the region, came into existence as the result 
of the emergence of these new identities. Magic also runs as a thread through this 
history.

Legendary history was the standard way of recording events in former times. Supernatural 
and magical intervention in human activities is the keynote of the adventures of 
the ancient Israelites recounted in the Bible. And it is the same in all cultures; 
each has the tendency to view itself as specially chosen, blessed by some power 
or deity that somehow marks that family, clan, tribe, race, religion, or nation 
as in some way better than all the others. Such a literal belief in one’s exclusive 
special-ness closes one’s eyes to the fact that the others too believe this about 
themselves. But going beyond special pleading for godly decrees that specially chooses 
our group as superior to everyone else, we may learn a lot from this legendary worldview.

Legendary history tells us something about the interaction between humans living in the visible, material world and their relationship to the otherworldly, 
eldritch realm. In the Northumbrian context it is the Northern Tradition worldview 
that underlies its legends and history and that is embedded in the Northumbrian 
runes. This is explicit and implicit in all things done and produced there. Its 
spiritual heritage is implicit in all of its ensouled culture, having as its basis 
both a knowledge of and a practice of true principles. Here in the region of Old 
Northumbria immanence and presence coexist in an integrated tradition without being 
reduced to an image or a spectacle. If we bring ourselves into contact with this 
current, it will enable us to bring a symbolic reality into being. It is a reality 
that has been here as long as anyone knows, located in this particular region. By 
understanding it we may continually re-create the eternal in the present. This tradition 
is alive and available now, a fount of creativity for today.



1

THE KINGDOM OF NORTHUMBRIA

A Brief History

IT IS NECESSARY TO GIVE A BRIEF OUTLINE of Northumbrian history before and during 
the period when the Northumbrian runes came into being. Relatively little is recorded, 
for the region suffered repeated warfare for more than a thousand years after the 
fall of the Roman Empire. So much of the history is the recounting of battles, conquests, 
and reconquests of territory. The province called Britannia—much of the island of 
Great Britain—was part of the Roman Empire from the year 43 CE until about 410. 
After the rebellion of the Celtic queen Boudicca in 60 or 61 CE, the imperial territory 
was relatively stable, with occasional economic downturns, until the end of the 
third century, when a Roman admiral seized power and declared independence from 
Rome. The island was then reconquered by imperial forces with great destruction 
and loss of life. Increasing incursions were mounted by raiders from outside the 
empire: Picts and Britons from north of Hadrian’s Wall, Scots from Ireland, and 
Germanic pirates. Some soldiers of the Roman army serving then on Hadrian’s Wall 
were also Germanic men from Frisia.

The territory now called Scotland was not Scotland then, because the land of Caledonia was inhibited by three and then four distinct ethnic groupings 
or nations, each with its own language, just as Britain south of there was not yet 
England. The Picts, first mentioned in Roman writings in the year 297, appear to 
have been a group of tribes who spoke a form of the Celtic language. Their kings 
inherited their position through the female line. Whatever they called themselves, 
their name refers to their practice of tattooing themselves in honor of the gods 
and possibly of painting their faces and bodies at times of celebration and of war.

When the Roman Empire disintegrated at the beginning of the fifth century, various 
parts of Britain were invaded from different directions. The Scots were Gaelic-speaking 
people who, ruling in the north of Ireland, expanded eastward across the Irish Sea 
in to northern Britain and eventually, from about the year 500, became established 
there and eventually formed the predominant ethnicity in what became Scotland. Irish 
settlers invaded parts of Wales and lived there for several hundred years until 
they were exterminated by resurgent Welsh kings. Members of different Germanic nations 
came across the North Sea and settled more permanently in what became England.

In addition to all the ethnic changes, the ancestral religions of these peoples were being targeted by enthusiasts for the Christian religion, 
which was the only official religion of the Roman Empire, though in Britain many 
of the pagan shrines continued to function until the empire collapsed. From the 
fifth to the seventh centuries Christian missionaries built up a network of monasteries 
from which they attempted to convert the local kings, lords, and chiefs. The early 
chroniclers of this time were all Christian clergymen and viewed the essentially 
chaotic events as a struggle between the pagan religions and Christianity. They 
saw history in terms of the inevitable spread of their religion and the downfall 
of those who would not accept their religious teachings. Hence the Christian parts 
of the history of this place in these times are far better documented than those 
of their opponents. So, for instance, we know a lot about King Pabo Post Prydain, 
whose shrine is at Llanpabo in Anglesey, because he was not only a Christian king 
but also became a monk in the later part of his life. Pabo had the epithet “the 
Pillar of Britain.” He was one of what the old Welsh chroniclers called “the Men 
of the North,” driven from his country, in what is now Scotland, by expansionist 
Picts in the early sixth century. He settled as a refugee in Wales and was buried 
at Llanerchymedd, near to Llanpabo, which bears his name. The Picts at that time 
were pagan, so the Welsh chroniclers presented an essentially ethnic struggle as 
a religious one between Christians and pagans.
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Fig. 1.1. Portpatrick slate

Northumbria was founded by pagans from Angeln, the territory to the south of 
Denmark in the area now called Schleswig-Holstein. Northumbria was a double kingdom, 
composed of two distinct areas whose boundaries were defined by major rivers. The 
southern area, called Deira, extended from the River Humber in the south to the 
River Tees in the north. The northern area, called Bernicia, reached from the River 
Tees in the south to the Firth of Forth in the north. Northumbria was founded when 
Bernicia was settled by the Anglians, under their leader Ida, in the year 547. His 
son Ethelric built a stronghold at Bamburgh on a steep rock on the coast about sixteen 
miles south of the present Berwick-upon-Tweed.

There was a long struggle for supremacy between the rulers of the two kingdoms 
and between them and the rulers of the neighboring kingdoms of Mercia, Cumbria, 
Strathclyde, Pictland, and Scotland. From about the year 600 the two monarchies 
of Bernicia and Deira composed a kind of federation of Northumbria. The north of 
the region was contested territory between the incoming Scots from Ireland and the 
Northumbrian Angles expanding northward. Indigenous to the territory were the British, 
divided into several kingdoms, and the Picts. Thus four ethnicities, speaking four 
different languages, were in conflict in what is now southern Scotland and northern 
England. Numerous battles ensued for control of the territory.

In the year 604, Northumbrian forces defeated the Scots of the Dál Riada at Degsastan, 
probably in Liddesdale. The British kingdom of Gododdin in Lothian was invaded and 
conquered by Northumbrian Angles in the late sixth and early seventh centuries. 
Æthelfrith, king of Bernicia, won a victory at Degsastan, invaded Deira, and expelled 
its king, thereby unifying Northumbria. In 617, Æthelfrith in turn was overthrown, 
and his three sons, Oswiu, Oswald, and Eanfrith, fled in to exile in Scotland and 
Pictland. King Edwin of Deira then expanded Northumbrian power up the east coast 
and established the town named after him—Edwinsborough (now known by its Scottish 
name, Edinburgh). Eanfrith, Æthelfrith’s son, married a Pictish princess, and because 
among the Picts family descent was counted through the female line, subsequent kings 
of Northumbria had a legal claim on the throne of Pictland. In 632, Edwin was defeated 
in battle and killed by Penda, the pagan king of Mercia, whose army included forces 
of the king of Britain who were Celtic Christians. The magical elements leading 
up to this event are told in chapter 12.

Edwin was succeeded by Oswald, who was then slain in the Northumbrian-Mercian 
War at the Battle of Maserfield in 642. Oswald was subsequently succeeded by Oswiu, 
who extended the borders of Northumbria northward to the Firth of Forth, and Dunbar 
became a Northumbrian fortress. The expansion of Northumbria continued under Oswiu’s son, King Ecgfrith. Under Ecgfrith, who reigned in the years 671 
to 685, Northumbria pushed farther north in to the territory of the Picts, north 
of the Forth, around Stirling. The British kingdom of Rheged was destroyed at that 
time by a Northumbrian advance westward to the Solway. But the Northumbrians under 
Ecgfrith suffered a military defeat by Pictish forces led by Brude mac Bile in 685 
at Nechtansmere, and the northern boundary of Northumbria was drawn at the River 
Forth. At its maximum in the north the Kingdom of Northumbria extended from the 
Solway Firth in the west to the Firth of Forth in the east. Farther north during 
the same period, Scottish expansion was overrunning the land of the Picts. At that 
time Northumbria stretched as far as Galloway, for an English cathedral was founded 
at Whithorn about the year 720. Kyle was occupied by the Northumbrians under Eadbert 
in 750 but was reoccupied by the kingdom of Strathclyde in 756. In that year, in 
alliance with Pictish forces, they overcame the Britons at Dumbarton Rock in the 
Firth of Clyde, which was a major citadel of the Strathclyde British.

The first Viking attacks on Britain were raids on Northumbria, when the monasteries 
of Lindisfarne and Jarrow were sacked in the years 793 and 794. These attacks ushered 
in the era of Viking expansion in the British Isles. The Vikings established themselves 
in Dublin in the year 841, when a member of the Norwegian aristocratic House of 
Vestfold, Olaf the White, declared himself king. Olaf soon extended his kingdom 
over Norse colonists who had settled in Galloway and the Hebrides. Ivar, Olaf ’s 
associate, was joint leader of the great army that invaded England in the year 865, 
conquering York and southeast Northumbria as far north as the River Tees and as 
far south as the River Humber in 867. Further incursions involved the submission 
of East Anglia, the execution of King Edmund in 869, and the invasion of Wessex 
in 871. Dumbarton was attacked again in the year 870, when it was besieged for four 
months by the “two kings of the Northmen,” Ivar and Olaf, to whom it fell. Its surviving 
inhabitants were taken into slavery.

Northumbria rebelled against the Danes in 872 and 873, but their resistance was 
quelled. Halfdan, one of the Danish army’s generals, gave up the war and settled 
his men—who had had enough of warfare—in Northumbria in 875. This serious depletion 
of the Danish fighting forces eventually led to the victory of the forces of Wessex 
under Alfred at Edington in May 878. Danish-held territory stabilized as the Danelaw 
about the year 880. The frontier ran broadly in a line from London in the southeast 
to Chester in the northwest. In the southeast the River Lea and the Great Ouse formed 
part of the frontier, while farther to the northwest from Passenham to Tamworth 
the border ran along the old Roman road called Watling Street. To the north of the 
line was the Danelaw, which in the east included present-day Essex, East Anglia, 
and Hertfordshire.

Scandinavian colonists arrived to settle in the occupied territories, including 
the Isle of Man, Cumbria, and what became Lancashire and the Wirral. In the north 
Northumbria became defined by the York-Dublin axis. These two cities were linked 
both directly by sea and by road in Great Britain, including the routes from the 
Wirral via Manchester and Leeds, across the Pennines through Ribblesdale and Wharfedale, 
by the old Roman road between York and Carlisle, by sea from Dublin up the Firth 
of Clyde, overland across lowland Scotland, and again by sea from the Firth of Forth 
to York.

Dumbarton Rock was plundered by the forces of Ragnall when, in the years 914 
to 918, he sought without success to take control of the whole of Northumbria. Vikings 
from Ireland finally captured York in 919 and took over Deira. Early in the tenth 
century the British kingdom of Strathclyde was conquered by the Scots. Bernicia, 
the unoccupied Anglo-Saxon part of Northumbria, was invaded in the year 927 by Norse 
forces under Guthfrith. But Norse power was severely impaired by the forces of the 
king of England, Æthelstan, at the Battle of Brunanburgh ten years later, when a 
coalition army composed of Scots, Welsh, Norwegians, Danes, and Irish was decisively 
defeated. The last Scandinavian king of York was Eric Bloodaxe, slain in the year 
954 in an ambush at Stainmore. Around the same time, Edwinsborough was finally conquered 
by the combined forces of King Malcolm II of the Scots and Owen the Bald, the last 
king of Strathclyde, who overcame the English of the Lothians at the Battle of Carham 
in 1018. The Northumbrian English were killed, enslaved, or driven out. King Malcolm 
also soon did away with the Welsh-speaking British in Strathclyde, thereby establishing 
the border of Scotland, which was extended southward by force of arms by King David 
I, as far as the Tees. Finally Scottish expansion was halted at the Battle of the 
Standard at Northallerton in 1138. The border between England and Scotland had stabilized 
around the present line by the early thirteenth century.
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Fig. 1.2. Image of the Celtic god York
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THE SPIRIT LANDSCAPE OF NORTHUMBRIA

TRADITIONAL SPIRITUALITY IS ALWAYS BASED on the activities of everyday life. 
Climate and landscape give it its physical character; hunting and farming its deities, 
customs, and festivals. Traditional spirituality is intimately tied up with landscape, 
climate, and the cycle of the seasons. The same features of this region’s landscape 
were sacred to all the different ethnic groups who lived there in former times: 
Picts, Britons, Romans, Angles, Scots, and Norse. Hills and mountains, springs, 
rivers and lakes, ravines and caves, special rocks, and trees each had their particular 
mark of veneration. Local people ritually ascended holy hills on the festal days 
of the sky gods. Offerings were cast into rivers, lakes, and springs at certain 
times of year as offerings to the indwelling spirits in thanksgiving or propitiation. 
Holy trees were protected by fences and decked with garlands and ribbons, and food 
was left for their indwelling dryads. Sacred signs, images of gods and animals, 
were carved on rocky outcrops; stopping places along tracks and roads were punctuated 
by shrines to local gods as places of devotion for travelers. In Northumbria local 
cults and shrines were honored by every ethnic group; the sacred places of the Celts 
were reconstructed under the Romans and honored by the Anglians. When the centrally 
organized Christian Church arrived, these places became shrines and churches of the new religion. Many of the customs and practices not directly 
connected with religion continued through all the changes as folk traditions.

Each place or landscape feature has its spirit guardian. European traditional 
religion is pluralistic and polytheistic. The landscape was filled with wild animals, 
some of which still exist in greatly diminished numbers and others that have been 
exterminated: aurochs, bears, wild boars, wolves, lynx, wolverines, wildcats, beavers, 
sea otters, many kinds of snakes and lizards, and vast flocks of birds. The spirits 
of the land were revered as the old gods, demigods, and sprites who oversaw the 
well-being of fields and flocks.

Certain places have their landwights, or earth spirits: they are crop, water, 
and tree sprites; spiritual protectors of travelers and seafarers; supernatural 
beasts who appeared unwanted, like trolls, water monsters, werewolves, dragons, 
and demons; personifications of disease and death; and malevolent demons, bringers 
of bad luck. They are the innate spiritual qualities of places, personified in terms 
of guardian spirits, giants, boggarts, fairies, elves, trolls, goddesses, and gods. 
Under the Romans these were systematized into the Roman pantheon, the Interpretatio 
Romana, where a Celtic war god like Cocidius was assimilated with Mars as Mars Cocidius, 
the syncretic linking of one god’s function under the aegis of a similar Roman one. 
Later, before the arrival of Christianity, the Germanic gods fulfilled the same 
function, assimilating the local numina under new names. Then the incoming 
Christians syncretized many of the older Germanic and Celtic gods with their devil. 
Many centuries later the same process was at work. Travelers who reported having 
seen the traditional rituals of Northumbrian harvest-time likened the harvest queen 
with the goddess Ceres.

Ancestral holy places—homesteads, grave mounds, tombs, and battlefields—are held 
in veneration as special places of the ancestral spirits. Tales were and are told 
of particular events that took place there, which give their names to those places 
still. Gods, saints and devils, heroes and villains, ostenta and accidents, 
all have their places in placenames and their stories. Some are unchanged, as places where people can 
experience transcendent states of timeless consciousness, receive spiritual inspiration, 
and accept healing. Each of these various otherworldly beings is a human description 
of the innate eldritch qualities of places that the Romans conveniently characterized 
as the genius loci, the spirit of the place, to whom they erected altars and in 
whose honor they conducted rites and ceremonies.

Unlike the later Christian interpretation of spirituality, there was no distinct 
barrier between gods and lesser spiritual beings. The religions of the Pictish, 
Celtic, Germanic, and Nordic peoples were centered not so much on a chief deity 
as on the veneration of a divine ancestor. In early times the king’s ancestor was 
also the tribal god, and this principle was maintained among the Angles and Saxons 
in England. Seven out of the eight Anglo-Saxon royal genealogies begin with Woden, 
as does the Swedish royal line. The runes, obtained by Woden’s self-sacrifice, are 
integral with this tradition. The ancestors also played an important role in the 
everyday religion of the common people. An idis is a female ancestral spirit 
honored as a guardian of a clan, family, or individual. Folk-moots, the forerunner 
of parliaments, were held on moot hills. Many of these are the burial mounds of 
ancestors whose help was invoked in collective decision-making.
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Fig. 2.1. Woden

From the ninth century at the latest, labyrinths made of turf or stones were 
used in the rites of spring, for ceremonies for the dead, and weather magic. Local 
lore of labyrinths identifies them as dwelling places of fairies. The turf labyrinth 
at Asenby in Yorkshire is actually called Fairy Hill, where those who ran the maze 
could hear the fairies singing at the center. Early Christian churches were built 
on many sacred places such as these when the old religion was destroyed, though the 
spirit of what went before is still discernable at some places more than a thousand 
years later. Places that could not be appropriated by the church had their indwelling 
spirits redefined as legendary characters or hateful demons identified with the 
Christian devil. But despite the ostensible triumph of the Christian religion in 
England, successive kings felt it necessary to promulgate new laws against the practices 
of the Elder Faith. The Dooms of King Canute, who reigned from 1020 to 1023, were 
yet another attempt to ban indigenous traditional sacred practices. One of Canute’s 
definitions was “Heathendom is . . . that they worship heathen gods, and the sun 
or moon, fire or rivers, water wells or stones, or forest trees of any kind.”

The most complete literary record of the northern European sacred landscape is 
Icelandic. During the ninth and tenth centuries the uninhabited island of Iceland 
was colonized by settlers who came in the main from Norway and the Western Isles 
of Scotland and were predominantly pagan. Their religious response to the landscape 
is recorded in the text called Landnámabók (The Book of the Taking of the 
Land). These settlers were acutely aware of the spiritual nature of place. Certain 
areas were deemed inappropriate for human habitation. They were reserved for the
landvaettir, “the landwights, the spirits of the place.” The settlers performed ceremonies in honor of the landvaettir, and offerings 
were left for them. Pagan prayers were directed toward Helgafell, the holy mountain 
of Iceland, and before praying devotees washed their faces out of respect. These 
recorded accounts of Icelandic piety tell us a lot about the religious practices 
that existed in northern Britain before the imposition of the Christian religion 
as the only faith permitted by law.
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Fig. 2.2. Labyrinth at Dalby

The Northumbrian spiritual understanding of the land is directly related to the 
forms of the landscape, the climate, and the cycle of the seasons. The same features 
of landscape are sacred in the various indigenous ethnic traditions of Europe. They 
are hills and mountains, springs, rivers and lakes, special rocks, caves, and trees. 
Each has its particular marks of veneration, sacred times of “keeping up the day” 
when rites and ceremonies are conducted. Each has its spiritual correspondences 
with the beings and forces of the eldritch world, which, though usually unseen, 
are ever present. In acknowledgment, sacred signs, runes, and images of gods and 
animals were painted or carved on rocky outcrops where the spirit was perceived 
to be strong. Holy trees were protected by fences and bedecked with garlands and 
ribbons. Stopping places along tracks, drifts, and roads were marked by cairns, 
standing stones, rag bushes, posts, and shrines to local gods as places of devotion 
and thanksgiving for wayfarers. Nine Standards Rigg is such a Northumbrian holy 
high place, crowned by nine cairns. Mountains were climbed ritually on the holy 
days of the sky gods. Offerings were thrown ceremonially into lakes and springs 
at certain times of year in thanksgiving or propitiation.

Carrawbrough in Northumberland is the site of the Roman fort of Brocolitia. It 
contains a temple of Mithras and a holy well dedicated to the goddess Coventina. 
In imperial days the spring was inside a Celto-Roman temple. An image of the goddess 
reclining on a leaf and votive offerings, as well as nearly fourteen thousand coins, 
were found here. After the introduction of the Christian religion there were many 
attempts to ban the veneration of holy wells and their indwelling deities. For example, 
the Penitential of Archbishop Egbert, who reigned from the years 736 to 766, stated 
that people should be severely punished “if any exercise divinations and soothsayings 
or keep vigils at any spring or at any other creature, except at the Church of God.” 
In principle these theocratic edicts were enforced, but in practice they could rarely 
be policed. So all except the most devout Christians took little notice of these 
and other religious laws, though many were punished and even killed for ignoring 
them if they got caught by the religious authorities.

It is clear that the substitution of a Christian deity for a pagan one just meant 
that the original pagan one was worshipped in the guise of the latter, as in the 
modern syncretic religions of the Caribbean and South America. The transference 
of older rites into a newer religion is inevitable. Holy wells bearing the names 
of Christian saints are an example of this substitution of name without altering 
the use. For example, Saint Baldred’s Well at East Linton in East Lothian is supposed 
to commemorate a Northumbrian saint of the early eighth century, if Baldred is not 
actually a Christian reworking of the northern solar god Baldur himself. Lady’s 
Well at Holystone, Rothbury, Northumberland, is a well whose location is said to have been discovered by an apparition of 
Our Lady. It was used by the missionaries Ninian and Paulinus to baptize people 
into the Christian religion. If it is indeed the result of an apparition of Our 
Lady, and was used by the Christian mission to Northumbria, it predates the first 
attested one, at Walsingham in Norfolk, which took place in the year 1060.

The sacred days of the pagan year are significant in the traditions at holy wells 
in old Northumbria. Many are associated with the rites of May. Lovers went at midnight 
on May Day to the Pin Well at Wooler, Northumberland, to throw in a bent pin, wishing 
to be brought together with their lover. Another May Day wishing well in former 
Northumbria is Saint Anthony’s Well in Holyrood Park, Edinburgh. The Well of the 
Holy Rood is nearby. Our Lady’s Wells at Longwitton in Northumberland are a group 
of three wells in an oak wood. One well has chalybeate waters, one aluminous, and 
one sulfurous. They were resorted to at midsummer and on the following Sunday, when 
the waters were taken, gingerbread sold and eaten, and traditional midsummer games 
played. Saint John’s Well at Harpham in Humberside is the holy well of Saint John 
of Beverley, who was born at Harpham. A ritual is conducted there on the Thursday 
nearest to May 7, which is the saint’s day. The water had the power to subdue wild 
animals. Saint Hilda’s Well is in the churchyard at Hinderwell, North Yorkshire, 
eight miles from Whitby, and the tradition there is to make licorice water from 
it on Ascension Day.

Other wells bear the names of local clergymen, which may point to some rite they 
conducted to take them over from the Elder Faith. Saint Cuthbert’s Well at Bellingham, 
Northumberland, is close to the church, and its water is used in baptisms. Another 
Saint Cuthbert’s Well exists at Donington, near Albrighton in Shropshire. The water 
from this well is used for treating eye ailments. Saint Cedd’s Well at Lastingham, 
North Yorkshire, is close to the shrine of Saint Cedd, where his bones were kept 
in a specially constructed crypt where they could be viewed by pilgrims. A holy 
well of Saint Chad is in the same village. Saint Oswald’s Well, Oswestry, Shropshire, 
though not within the boundaries of the kingdom of Northumbria, is significant in 
the mythos of King Oswald, who was killed nearby at the Battle of Maserfield in 
the year 642. Within the boundaries of the kingdom is another Saint Oswald’s Well, 
at Kirkoswald in Cumbria. Mother Shipton, the medieval seeress (1488–1561), is associated 
with the Dropping Well at Knaresborough in Yorkshire. All over the British Isles, 
holy wells were kept by hereditary guardians. The divinely enthused derilans, 
who kept the holy wells of Scotland, and the wisewomen of England and Wales ministered 
to any passing pilgrim who sought an oracle or the boon of healing.

In traditional societies travelers perform rites and ceremonies before setting 
out and during their journeys. Certain trackways, called yries—“pagan trackways”—in 
ancient texts, had their ways and stopping places marked by rags, shoes, and specially 
planted trees. Aspen trees (Populus tremula), with their characteristic white 
leaves, were planted to mark boundaries, and in later times Scots pines (Pinus 
sylvestris) were planted to denote stances on the routes taken by drovers driving 
their herds southward from Scotland to East Anglia or London. As a visible marker 
for the drovers, who were navigating across the country without maps, the pine recalls 
its runic meaning. Wayfarers said prayers and made offerings at sacred stopping 
places along these tracks, droves, and drifts. The Cheese Well on Minch Moor, two 
miles southeast of Traquair in the Borders Region, was a stopping place on the cattle 
drovers’ road, at which wayfarers were accustomed to deposit a piece of cheese in 
the water as an offering. Fords were particularly hazardous places. They were marked 
by shrines and also messages of practical help for those on the road. A Pictish 
stone at Borthwick Mains in the Borders has a carving of a fish on it. This stone 
once stood in a ford in the River Teviot as a depth mark. When the river level was 
above the flat edge of the fish’s tail it indicated that the water was too deep 
and therefore too dangerous to ford.

Crossroads are places of transition, where the axis linking the underworld with 
the upperworld intersects this world on which we walk. As with all liminal places, it is a place of physical and spiritual dangers. 
Here the distinction between the physical and nonmaterial worlds appears uncertain, 
and the chance of encountering something otherworldly is more likely than at other 
places. When the Roman Empire ruled this region crossroads were acknowledged with 
a herm, an image of the god of traffic and trade, Mercury. This godly image, 
which indicated the right road and guided the traveler’s footsteps, was the generalization 
of the particular spirit of each individual crossroads. Later, Christians erected 
stone crosses where pagans’ stones or sacred trees stood. The Northumbrian monk 
Ovin from Lastingham is one who did this. Gallows were set up at crossroads for 
the execution of criminals, and until 1823 the bodies of the executed, suicides, 
and non-Christian people such as wisewomen and Romani were often buried at the crossroads.

Out on the fells cairns were erected at places where sacrifices took place or 
where a wayfarer had died. The rune Stan signifies such places. Cairns can be seen 
silhouetted against the horizon, markers for travelers across the fells. On Dunmail 
Raise, the pass linking Steel Fell and Seat Sandal between Ambleside and Keswick 
in Cumbria, is a notable cairn. It commemorates a battle between the forces of the 
Scottish kings Duvenald and Edwin. Before the battle each Scot laid a stone on the 
pile; afterward each survivor took one away. Those that remained served as a receptacle 
for the spirits of the dead, commemorating and numbering the slain, creating a sacred 
place to be honored in hero and ancestor worship. At one point in history the cairn 
marked the border between England and Scotland, and later, when the Scots border 
had changed once more, the line between Cumberland and Westmorland. It was a sacred 
act of remembrance to place a stone on it with a prayer. Today flowers are left 
by the roadside where one has died accidentally. Cairns occupy liminal areas of 
decision: decisive battles, which are places of transition in history; mountain 
passes, decisive places of traveling from one valley to the next; and borders between 
territories, decisive places of tribes or nations. On the fells cairns are spiritual 
way stations that commemorate those who have passed before, both travelers in this 
world and the dead.
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