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“In Runic Lore and Legend: Wyrdstaves of Old Northumbria, Pennick 
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“The Book of Primal Signs is a veritable thesaurus of traditional 
symbolism, spanning from prehistory to today. This is a vital guidebook to a 
hidden world that is, most thankfully and wondrously, still in plain view.”

MICHAEL MOYNIHAN, COAUTHOR OF LORDS OF CHAOS 


“Solidly referenced and carefully illustrated, The Book of Primal Signs seems to travel everywhere and touch everything . . .”

RICHARD HEATH, AUTHOR OF SACRED NUMBER AND THE ORIGINS OF 
CIVILIZATION



Acknowledgments

To those, both living and now departed, for various and sundry assistance over the years, discussions, and information that contributed in one way or another to this book, I thank the following: Ivan Bunn, Michael W. Burgess, Peter Cave, Andrew Chumbley, Michael Clarke, Frances Collinson, Ben Fernee, Anna Franklin, Tony Harvey, Brian Hoggard, Tim Holt-Wilson, Pete Jennings, Patrick McFadzean, Cyril Papworth, Mike Petty, Les Randall, Sid Smith, Val Thomas, John Thorne, Bob Trubshaw, and Genevieve West in addition to the staffs of various libraries, archives, and record offices in Great Britain and Germany.



INTRODUCTION

Keeping Up the Day

Listen, lords, both great and small,

And take good heed of what I say:

I shall you tell as true a tale,

As ever was heard by night or day.

When I watched the demolition of a weather-boarded barn on Bradmore Street, Cambridge, early in 1968, I was struck at how it was going unnoticed that this was the last remaining structure from when that urban street had been farmland. Walking through the rubble, I picked up a smashed pantile, and there, scratched in it by the potter who made it before it went to the kiln, was the date 1738. In 1968, many of the buildings of the town in the Kite area and on the other side of East Road were boarded up in various states of dereliction. Most, unlike the venerable barn, dated from after 1811, when the land had been enclosed and sold off as building plots. Unnoticed and scorned, ready only to be pulled down, many of these buildings had the telltale signs of the craftsmen who made them: stained glass, ornamental weatherboards, wrought-iron wall anchors, doors pierced with the Cambridge “spark of life” pattern. The inhabitants had been moved out, and “sociocide” had taken place so that a new shopping center could be built.

In late 1968, a group of us set up the publication Cambridge Voice. It was clear to us that had these buildings been part of the university, they would have been lovingly preserved, and tourists would have taken admiring photographs of them. Although Cambridge Voice ceased publication in 1970, in our own small way we attempted to show that the everyday life of the town was authentic, existing with no help from the university, for between town and gown a social apartheid existed that has not changed in all the years since. The identity of Cambridge, as presented to tourists and the world at large, was and is solely of the university, as though the town itself and the working people of the town who serve the university and without whom it could not function were and are of no account. Local identity, important in so many ways, is marginalized within its own home.

To know oneself, one has to know the past. But how we perceive the past is important. The past is not a single thing that can be described and defined like a single object; there is a near-impenetrable complexity in what happened and the effect it has on the present. Many people look back to the past in an uncritical way; there is a tendency to glamorize the past. Reenactors and museum proprietors are in no position to re-create the misery and suffering that characterized large parts of many people’s lives in the past, so an acceptable impression is created instead. There is always a tendency to glamorize the past as “the good old days.” Some people look back on revisionist versions of history that they present as a golden age. One’s golden age depends on one’s ideology: ancient Egypt, pagan Ireland, the Baghdad caliphate, Viking Scandinavia, Catholic Christendom, the British Empire, the Soviet Union—all can be presented as wondrous lost worlds where culture flourished and all lives were thereby enriched. How everyday life was for the peasants, artisans, and slaves whose labor kept the caliphs, popes, lords, kings, or party chairmen in luxury is ignored. Others look back more generally, seeking out some utopian societies: tribal, rural, nomadic, religious, national, and so forth. Religious utopians often try to emulate the way of life lived in the early days of the faith, when it was “pure.” Political utopians seek to restore decayed nations and empires. What they all have in common is an understanding that some of the ways of living and doing in the past were of value, but they are lost. By striving to restore the imagined utopias, they are striving to recover the ancient ways represented by their respective utopias.

Unless we are from patrician or aristocratic families whose genealogies have been recorded since the Norman Conquest, we do not have much information about our forebears. At best, we may have a few names and the trades they were in at the time certain records were made. But even for the genealogy enthusiast, it is difficult to track down ancestors born before 1800. Though their work sustained the famous who appear in history, they are forgotten. I know that many of my ancestors lived in grinding poverty on the edge of starvation. My ancestress Elizabeth Hazelwood, who lived, one cannot say “flourished,” in Ely in the 1840s, saw most of her children die as babies. Later in the century, things were no better. In 1898 in the Daily News was written, “A few years ago, it was the custom to talk and write about ‘Derelict Essex’ . . . of all the agricultural depression that was to be deplored in England, that of Essex was most hopeless” (Daily News 1898). Writing much later, John “Reverend Jack” Putterill, vicar of Thaxted and supporter of morris dancing, observed that little of the folk dancing in that part of England was recorded, though it was certainly performed, because the bitter poverty and distress of the nineteenth century had killed it off. Life was unimaginably harsh for the majority who did not have a place in history like their lords and masters.

If I can, through this book, preserve some of the knowledge of all the struggles my ancestors went through, then something of them will live on. Today, these working people, many of whom were barely literate, would be considered ignorant, unpleasant characters. The present-day emphasis on the academic qualifications needful if one is to get a job has marginalized those skills and wisdom embedded within the traditional culture of this country. But, although they are still known about and a few people exercise them, these skills are lost to the majority. Unfortunately, through this “de-skilling” of society, the greater part of Britain has thrown away the best of our culture. Seeing beyond illusory mundane activities is not encouraged by modernity, obsessed as it is with numbers and finance. Globalized capitalism has no interest in traditions that stretch back to ancient times, preserved and carefully passed down through the generations—unless they can be repackaged for commercial gain. To do so, of course, inevitably destroys their inner essence and the traditions become empty shells devoid of meaning.

The sheer richness of the texture of traditional customs and music in this region is instructional. There is still a real interconnectedness with the activities of everyday life in times before we were dependent on machines and the mass media. Despite everything, many traditional customs have proved very tenacious and continue to be performed. To those who ask why, there are two replies: “It is necessary to keep up the day,” and “It’s done because it’s done.” Days kept up by our traditional observances include the summer and winter solstices, Boxing Day (the day after Christmas Day), Twelfth Night, Candlemas, May Day, Lammas, Allhallows’ Eve (Hallowe’en), and Martinmas (November 11).

Some traditional practices have continued in individual localities, and so are associated with those places and the county, when, if we but knew it, they may have existed in many other places, too, in the past, but are now undocumented.

These traditions would not exist unless there were people to perform them. Traditionally, the way that they have been kept in being is through groups of people who have some common interest, groups that last longer than the life of any individual. Country customs have been kept going by what came to be called rural fraternities. These range from craft guilds and local trade unions to morris dancers and village bands. Most of the traditions have some elements known only to the people who perform them. These are secrets, often connected with “the tricks of the trade.” They are not secret in the way that only members know about them, but they are secrets that can be understood only by those who have in some way been initiated into the group. Practitioners of any secret art must “keep it squat” and conceal it from the view of those who need not know and should not know.

In addition to this necessary secretiveness, there has often been the need to avoid persecution by the religious and civil authorities, and so these organizations were and are compelled to operate clandestinely. This is one reason for the use of masks, face coloring, and other disguises in our tradition. In Scotland, local chapters of the Society of the Horseman’s Grip and Word*1 and lodges of the Oddfellows preserved the old, traditional forms of festivity wherever they could. In this region, it was the Confraternity of the Plough that “kept up the day.” Keeping up the day is one of the functions of traditional unadvertised groups whose members make their appearances as broom dancers, plough witches, plough stots, bullockers, boggans, hoodeners, witchmen, and mummers on the wintertime holy days of Tander, Boxing Day, Hogmanay, Twelfth Night, and Plough Monday, and at wassails.†2 Appearing masked, hooded, in blackface and tatters, as she-males, or guising as the Old Horse, Black Dog, Straw Man, Straw Bear, Crane, Old Sow, and Old Tup, they preserved their anonymity, and in so doing kept the ancient skills and wisdom they held from falling into disuse and extinction, and so have handed them on to us.

As with all things in this transient world, our human culture is ever changing, and its only presence is in its performance. All living cultural traditions, wherever they are, are in a state of continuous evolution, adapting themselves to the particular conditions prevailing at the present moment. This present moment is the result of what has preceded it, that intangible phenomenon that we call the past. There is never a single cause, never a single answer. But as the Suffolk Horseman and continuator of tradition Neil Lanham once said, “Tradition hangs by a very thin thread.” Today, we seek to reflect this regional character, though not necessarily by a literal reproduction of the forms. May the song always be sung again.


NIGEL CAMPBELL PENNICK 

MARCH 18, THE DAY OF SAINT EDWARD,

 KING AND MARTYR 
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The Geographical Region and Its Links

In field and fen

By pond and pool,

Down by the No-Man’s Land,

To the place where all the paths begin

Flow water and blow wind.


ROUTES OF COMMUNICATION

The region this book is about has no name. It contains modern Cambridgeshire, which includes the old Huntingdonshire and the soke of Peterborough, the southern part of Lincolnshire, eastern Northamptonshire and Bedfordshire, northern Essex, part of West Suffolk, and West Norfolk. The main towns of this region are Boston, Cambridge, Huntingdon, King’s Lynn, Northampton, and Peterborough. In the old Anglo-Saxon heptarchy, the region was on the borderline between the kingdoms of Mercia and East Anglia, so most of this area is part of East Mercia, the borderlands of the East Midlands, and East Anglia. When this region was under Danish rule, it was part of the Danelaw, but what divisions existed then are no longer apparent. The traditions and folklore of this region are interrelated; they transcend the county boundaries that are used usually to classify them. In the east of this region is a most distinctive landscape—the Fens. Because the county boundaries cross the Fens and parts of the Fens—in Lincolnshire and Huntingdonshire—are not inside the recognized region of East Anglia, the northern part of Fenland tends to be marginalized. Most writings on the Fens concentrate on the southern and middle parts.

The main river across the region is the Great Ouse, whose name is derived from the Celtic word for “water.” The river rises at Farthinghoe, to the west of Brackley in Northamptonshire, and it flows through Brackley, Buckingham, Olney, Bedford, St. Neots, Huntingdon, St. Ives, and Ely. Now connected to canals and Fenland drains, it was a major transport route before the rise of rail and highway transport. Huntingdon is an important town in this region, being a major crossing point of the Great Ouse. This river flows into the North Sea via the Wash at King’s Lynn. On its course, it has its other main ancient crossing places at Bedford, where in the ninth century the Mercian king Offa was buried in an island chapel, St. Neots, Huntingdon, Godmanchester, and St. Ives. At the last two locations, medieval bridges, still in use, cross the river.
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Fig. 1.1. The Great Ouse River and the medieval bridge at St. Ives, Cambridgeshire.

After Holywell, just downstream of St. Ives, where a ferry once operated, the Great Ouse enters the Fens, the farmland that once was swamp interspersed with lakes, where villages and towns were built on islands. From the mid-1500s, the process of progressively draining the Fens began, and in the seventeenth century, the Dutch engineer Cornelis Vermuijden devised and carried out a general scheme to drain the area that became known as the Bedford Level. The main drains built to pump water from the Fens were navigable canals, the most remarkable of which is the dead-straight Old Bedford River that runs from Earith to Denver Sluice, near Downham Market, cutting off the course of the Great Ouse. Here there are two parallel straight canals, the Old and New Bedford Rivers, which can be picked out on satellite photographs of Britain. Between them are the Ouse Washes, in an area intended to flood in the winter to prevent flooding of the adjacent farmland that lies below the river level. The course of the Great Ouse beyond Earith curves to the Isle of Ely and onward to Denver, where the waters of the Bedford Rivers rejoin it. From there, the Great Ouse is tidal and runs into the sea past the old Hanseatic port of King’s Lynn.
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Fig. 1.2. Cattle drover’s drift near Dry Drayton, Cambridgeshire.

All along the river’s length, old roads and tracks run to the riverbanks in places where ferries once operated, and at King’s Lynn, the ferry to West Lynn, the oldest continuously operating public transport in Britain, dating back more than seven hundred years, crosses the tidal end of the Great Ouse. The Great Ouse was an important transport link in the days before railways and then road haulage competed with and beat water transport. Many of the Great Ouse’s tributary rivers were made navigable, creating a regional water-transport network. Just east of Bedford, the River Ivel was navigable from its junction with the Great Ouse at Tempsford as far as Shefford, but this path was abandoned in 1870. The River Lark was navigable to Bury St. Edmunds until the 1890s. Brandon Creek, north of Ely, was made into a navigable waterway as far as Thetford in the 1700s, but fell out of use during World War I. Almost at King’s Lynn, the Great Ouse tributary, the River Nar, was made navigable in the mid-eighteenth century as far as Narborough. Water transport there was abandoned in the 1880s. But in the Fen region of eastern England, until the 1970s, large amounts of material were still transported by water, though the railways had destroyed much of the trade a century earlier.

A tributary to the Great Ouse is the River Cam, which flows through Cambridge. But as the name Cambridge is a truncated, newer form of variants of Grantabridge, the river’s name used to be the Granta, Cam being a back formation on the logical deduction that if the town is called Cambridge then the river must be Cam. The River Cam has no spring as its source. It begins at the Weir Pool just above Silver Street Bridge where the Boatyard is. The Granta, coming over the weir, changes its name to the Cam. The name Granta, like Ouse, appears to be of pre-English origin, possibly meaning “shining.” Cambridge was a bustling inland port in medieval times. In the areas before the Cam flows into the Great Ouse, several ancient canals, called lodes, provided villages such as Reach, Burwell, and Soham with water transport connections. The Great Ouse itself was connected with other major waterways by various canals and navigations built from the 1600s onward. Every town on the river had its own hithes and warehouses where goods were transhipped, stored, and distributed and boatyards where boats were built and repaired. From the eighteenth century, there were regular passenger services along this region’s rivers, too.
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Fig. 1.3. Charcoal burners Cook and Bowtle, circa 1890, with their traditional hut.

Major connections were made from the Great Ouse when the Fens were drained. From the navigable New Bedford River, a complex of canals known as the Middle Level Navigations were constructed as far west as Peterborough, where they joined with the River Nene. The Nene is the major river in the north of our region, linking Peterborough with Wellingborough and Northampton. Like the Great Ouse, it was a major transport route, having been made navigable between 1724 and 1761. In the twentieth century, the Nene was made deeper and the Dog and Doublet Lock was enlarged, enabling Peterborough to be officially declared an inland port in 1938. Mills were provided with grain brought by barge and bricks were transported from Peterborough Quay.
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Fig. 1.4. Collecting osiers in the Fens for basket making, nineteenth century.

The source of the River Nene is near Weedon, a place said to be as far from the sea as it is possible to be in England. The Nene is connected to the narrow boat canal system at Northampton, where the Grand Union Canal joins it. After Wellingborough, it is crossed by a medieval bridge that links Islip with Thrapston; it passes through Oundle before reaching Peterborough, and its canal links into the Fenland waterways. Downstream of Peterborough, the Nene becomes tidal and flows through the old port of Wisbech before entering the Wash. Before the Nene was made navigable with locks, small boats plied the river, being unloaded and dragged overland past difficult sections before being reloaded and going on. In the sixteenth century, the River Nene was navigable as far as Alwalton. Early in the eighteenth century, schemes were drawn up to render the river navigable to Northampton. Navigability between Peterborough and Thrapston was achieved by 1737, and Northampton was able to be visited by transport boats in 1761. From then on until railways were built, heavy transport used the river.

Draining the Fens was undertaken over a period of several hundred years. It was accomplished by digging canals and pumping water into them by wind pumps (called locally windmills). In the nineteenth century, steam-pumping stations replaced the major windmills, and later gas or petrol engines and finally diesels took over the pumps. Perhaps because Dutch engineers were employed in draining the Fens, these windmills were all named, as is the custom in the Netherlands. The chief market towns along the rivers all had wharves at which the barges, called lighters in this region, were loaded and unloaded. Close to the wharves were warehouses, mills, breweries, workshops, boatyards, foundries, and inns where business was conducted. River transport was by far the best means of carrying goods in the days before decent roads were made. The present-day prevalence of road transport makes us perceive local geography from a different perspective than that in the past. Markets and industries using bulk goods were invariably near navigable rivers or canals in the days before railways. The great fairs in Cambridge, the Midsummer Fair and the Sturbridge Fair, were held in fields next to the River Cam. The largest flour mills in the region were water powered, and grain was brought by water. Toward the end of the nineteenth century, coal was brought by water to fire the new electric power stations, and sugar beets were transported by water to the regional sugar factories of the early twentieth century.
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Fig. 1.5. Isaac Garratt, a Fenman known as King of the Fisherman for his feat of catching a sturgeon six feet and seven inches long and weighing 112 pounds in the Great Ouse River on Whit Monday 1816. Etching by William Johnstone White, 1818. The Library of the European Tradition.

The rivers provided a link with other parts of England and, through their connections with the coast, with seaborne routes to other parts of Britain and mainland Europe. On the land, roads were poor because there was no national strategic network funded by a central government. Even long-distance roads were repaired by local effort, and, as is usual today, things that cost money were done on the cheap or not at all. Wheeled transport was the least attractive of all forms. However, transport, though slow and difficult by twenty-first-century standards, was effective by non-wheeled means. Peddlers walked trackways, carrying their wares on their back, while packhorses carried heavier goods in panniers, trekking along narrow pathways through the land. “The ubiquity of the Scotch packman produced the sign of the Scotchman’s Pack,” wrote Larwood and Hotten in their comprehensive book on British signboards. There is documentary evidence that Scottish packmen traveled as far as Poland (Larwood and Hotten 1908, 421–22). Herds of animals were also driven for long distances, often across country or on roads unfit for wheels.

Larwood and Hotten also note the connection of inns with traditional means of transport without wheels. 

The Drover’s Call is still seen on many roadsides, though the profession that gave rise to it is well-nigh extinct; the herds of steaming, fierce-looking oxen, formerly driven from all parts of the kingdom, along the main roads leading to London, there to be devoured, being now nearly all sent here by rail. A yet older practice produced the sign of the 
String of Horses, which may still be seen on many a highroad in the North, and dates from times before mail coaches and stage waggons existed, when all the goods-traffic inland had to be performed by strings of packhorses, who carried large baskets, hampers, and bales slung across their backs, and slowly, though far from surely, wound their way over miles and miles of uninhabited tracts, moors, and fens, which lay between the small towns and straggling villages. (Larwood and Hotten 1908, 355)
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Fig. 1.6. Draining Whittlesea Mere, a lake of several square miles’ area, which was pumped dry using steam power in the mid-nineteenth century. This engraving shows Appold’s Pump. The livelihoods of local Fen fishermen and waterfowl hunters were thereby destroyed, and they were forced to become laborers, tilling the soil for the new owners of the lake bed. The Library of the European Tradition.
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Fig. 1.7. Laborers draining the Fens. Etching by William Johnstone White, 1818. The Library of the European Tradition.

After the English Civil War, from the 1650s, droving of cattle long distances in Britain became an important business. Cattle from Scotland were driven southward into England on their way to the markets and slaughterhouses of Smithfield to feed the people of London, or indirectly via East Anglia, where the cattle were sold to local stockmen who fattened them before driving them to London along the drovers’ road via Chelmsford. By the time they had reached this region, the majority of drovers were driving their herds down the Great North Road at Alconbury Hill, which is still a major traffic point to this day, at the junction of the A1 motorway and the northern spur of the A14. At Alconbury Hill, the Old North Road, otherwise called the Old Post Road, which runs via Huntingdon and Royston, left the Great North Road. The Great North Road took the herds southward through Hertfordshire to Barnet, where a famous fair was held, and the last stop before London was Highgate, where the drovers’ custom of Swearing on the Horns, derived from the drovers’ initiation, is maintained. The Bull and Last Inn there was the last stopping place for drovers before Smithfield. The parallel Old North Road entered London via Shoreditch.

Cattle and sheep from Wales also found their way into this region via two Welsh drovers’ roads. One, from North Wales, came to Northampton via Brownhills. The other, which started at Builth Wells and followed Banbury Lane from Banbury to Northampton, crossing the Welsh Road at Culworth, then by way of the regional hub, Huntingdon, brought livestock to be sold in the markets at St. Ives, Setchey, near King’s Lynn, or at the great Saint Faith’s Fair near Norwich, where the Scottish drovers also took most of their herds. Some of the cattle driven by Welsh and Scottish drovers to this region had originated in Ireland.
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Fig. 1.8. Oxen used in transport, eighteenth century. The Library of the European Tradition.




ISOLATION AND COMMUNICATION

Folklore collectors in the nineteenth century rescued much of our culture from oblivion, so we are grateful that this rich tradition was not allowed to disintegrate and be lost. They wrote down lore, songs, and dances that existed in their areas, and often categorized them as specifically unique to that place. But despite the settled populations in rural areas, their culture was ever open to new influences from elsewhere. Regular travelers crossed the region, interacting with the inhabitants. Journeymen and tradesmen “on the tramp” looking for work could find it if they knew the grips and words of their fraternity, for the knowledge was within their craft wherever they went. The ever-traveling Romani were famed as musicians and brought tunes and songs; they also told fortunes and transmitted magical knowledge. Peddlers carried necessities and also sold publications that disseminated everything from music to medical remedies. So although a person may not have traveled outside her village in her lifetime, she still had access to a wide range of culture, lore, and legend that did not come from her home area. However, traditional local culture in arable and livestock-rearing parts of the region remained the mainstream to which new elements were added where they fitted.

Out in the Fens, people were far more isolated. Until well into the twentieth century, the heyday of police activity, there was little policing, and even today, remote parts of the area are thinly policed. Activities that had been suppressed in more accessible places were carried on in the Fens. For example, at Upware in the 1860s, the Five Miles from Anywhere, No Hurry was a public house where bargemen held “prize fights,” illegal bare-fist boxing matches. Students came there from Cambridge by boat to escape the strictures of university regulation and formed the Upware Republic, a fellowship dedicated to binge drinking. On the Great Ouse, in the 1940s, the isolated Brownshill Lock had a pub kept by the lock keeper. It was far away from the law, so observed no licensing hours.
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Fig. 1.9. A local tradition kept up today is broom dancing, a skilled art still taught to new generations. The Mepal Molly Men dancing at Whittlesea, January 12, 2008.

Molly dancing survived in the Fens when it had been suppressed elsewhere*3 as did dog fighting. Fenland handywomen continued to practice mercy killing until 1902. The cultivation of hemp (cannabis) for hemp tea, banned around 1920, was never quite eliminated in the Fens, where the opium poppy also provided a harvest. Hemp tea was a sovereign remedy for the ague, the endemic illness of the mosquitoinfested Fens, and until the First World War, opic (opium) pills were sold by peddlers to pub regulars to take along with a beer chaser. The proper use of these substances was part of the traditional knowledge of handywomen and witches. Hallowe’en, which by 1940 had almost died out as a festival in other parts of Britain, was observed in the Fens, where witchcraft was practiced and feared. The Fens remain the spiritual home of toadmanry, and the Bonesmen, too. The last recorded horse-skull foundation deposit in England, under a new Primitive Methodist chapel, also took place in the Fens at Black Horse Drove.

In the early nineteenth century, the invention of steam-powered transport, especially on rails, led to new, regular, rapid transport across the whole land. Run from London and bringing metropolitan culture to the countryside, the railways altered the cultural qualities of the countryside. Gradually, the predominant culture became the urban, accelerated by the compulsory schooling of children after 1870. In Wales, the schools attempted to stop the speaking of Welsh by the notorious “Welsh Not” sign and by beating children who persisted. Local beliefs and traditions of this part of England were condemned by schoolteachers who tried to indoctrinate children with the recommended values. The introduction of the radio and other electronic media further accelerated the downgrading of local tradition, which now was derided as rural and unfashionable. Mainstream culture became, and remains, that of the mass media, with local, traditional ways having become a kind of counterculture. But despite deliberate attempts and accidental unintended consequences, traditional culture, including the magical tradition, has not been completely extirpated. The secrets of the countryside still remain; the rites and ceremonies are still conducted in “keeping up the day,” and some of the mysterious rural fraternities still meet and initiate new members. We shall meet some of them further on.
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Fig. 1.10. Traditional warding signs are present as cutouts on the window shutters of this house in Melbourn, Cambridgeshire.
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The Drovers


THE BUSINESS OF DROVING

Cattle and sheep have been herded across the British countryside for thousands of years, and by the medieval period, flourishing businesses existed, driving herds of animals long distances. One of the earliest surviving documents of droving is The Diary of a Drover’s Month, which describes a mixed herd of cattle and sheep driven from Long Sutton in Lincolnshire to Tadcaster in Yorkshire in May 1323, a distance of 230 kilometers. Scottish drovers were taking animals southward through England as early as 1359. Throughout the period when droving took place, there were many hazards to contend with. Until the eighteenth century in wilder areas, wolves threatened to kill straggling members of the herd. Bands of outlaws and brigands and later, highwaymen, were always on the lookout for anyone carrying large sums of money.

Droving was a trade that continued for more than six hundred years, so as with all trades and crafts, there was a body of lore and techniques dealing with the eldritch side of life. Some drovers used a dried bull’s penis as a staff to drive their cattle. Most drovers carried sticks of rowan because they believed it to be foolhardy to undertake a journey without one. According to British magical tradition, rowan, otherwise called mountain ash or quickentree, is an amulet that wards off evil spirits and bewitchments and also prevents accidents. An old Scottish rhyme describes the rowan charm.
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Fig. 2.1. Traditional Fenland house at Over, Cambridgeshire.

Rowan tree and red threid,

Gar the witches tyne their speed.

[Rowan tree and red thread, make the witches lose their speed (effectiveness)].

At the same time as they were carrying magical amulets and talismans to aid the journey and protect the herd, drovers also observed Christian strictures. Sunday observance was strictly enforced, and there were heavy penalties for walking cattle on a Sunday. Some Welsh drovers were known for their religious piety, and some are known to have composed hymns on their droving journeys. The Welsh drover Dafydd Jones, who frequented the cattle fairs at Barnet and Maidstone, translated the hymns of Isaac Watts into Welsh (Toulson 1980, 9). But secular songs were more common than hymns, and drovers had particular work songs that they sang as they traveled the moors, drifts, and roads. Some Scots drovers who played the bagpipes would encourage weary herds by playing special tunes to them. These songs were sung and their tunes played in the inns where the drovers stopped for the night. Undoubtedly, tunes popular in Scotland were picked up by local musicians in the areas through which the drovers passed.

In his story “The Two Drovers,” Sir Walter Scott gives a description of the trade of droving at the beginning of the nineteenth century.

Many large droves were about to set off for England, under the protection of their owners, or of the topsmen whom they employed in the tedious, laborious, and responsible office of driving the cattle for many hundred miles, from the market where they had been purchased, to the fields or farmyards where they were to be fattened for the shambles. The Highlanders in particular are masters of this difficult trade of driving, which seems to suit them as well as the trade of war. It affords exercise for all their habits of patient endurance and active exertion. They are required to know perfectly the drove-roads, which lie over the wildest tracts of the country, and to avoid as much as possible the highways, which distress the feet of the bullocks, and the turnpikes, which annoy the spirit of the drover; whereas on the broad green or grey track, which leads across the pathless moor, the herd not only move at ease and without taxation, but, if they mind their business, may pick up a mouthful of food by the way. At night, the drovers usually sleep along with their cattle, let the weather be what it will; and many of these hardy men do not once rest under a roof during a journey on foot from Lochaber to Lincolnshire. They are paid very highly, for the trust reposed is of the last importance, as it depends on their prudence, vigilance and honesty, whether the cattle reach the final market in good order, and afford a profit to the grazier. But as they maintain themselves at their own expense, they are especially economical in that particular.

Scott says that the drovers would not take their cattle on the drove “without tying Saint Mungo’s knot on their tails” to ward off witchcraft. “It may not be indifferent to the reader to know that the Highland cattle are peculiarly liable to be taken, or infected, by spells and witchcraft, which judicious people guard against by knitting knots of peculiar complexity on the tuft of hair which terminates the animal’s tail” (Scott 2018).

Drovers from Scotland crossed this region, driving large herds of cattle on their way to the regional markets and farther southward to the slaughterers at Smithfield in London. There were many routes farther north, the tracks and roads taken in the northerly parts depending on whether the drovers were coming from the cattle fair of the Falkirk Tryst or farther west from Dumfries. There were two main ways to enter London, by the Great North Road or the Old North Road, otherwise called the Old Post Road. The two roads separated at Alconbury Hill, north of Huntingdon. The milestone at Alconbury Hill read, “To London 64 miles through Huntingdon Royston and Ware,” while on the other side was carved, “To London 68 miles through Buckden Biggleswade and Hatfield.” These are statute miles of eight furlongs, still in use in the twenty-first century, not the old customary miles of ten furlongs, sometimes called country miles or long miles, which traditionally were used by drovers and packmen.
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