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Introduction




Under a spreading chestnut-tree


The village smithy stands;


The smith, a mighty man is he,


With large and sinewy hands;


And the muscles of his brawny arms


Are strong as iron bands.


Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, The Village Smithy1





That opening verse of a well-known poem gives us a vivid image of a powerfully built artisan. It is a traditional and time-weathered description, which could easily be applied to such craftsmen over a span of thousands of years. Yet within it there are many questions to be asked: is he purely a worker in black metals, making him a blacksmith, or is he a redsmith working in the softer copper or bronze? There are even white smiths, those mainly itinerant tinkers using pewter or tin. Does he wear the split apron of the farrier, a specialist in shoeing horses? Does he work with more precious metals such as gold and silver, intricately setting precious jewels into them, or applying an enamel – a goldsmith or silversmith perhaps? Is he in fact completely physically flawless, or do his unmentioned legs have some deformity?


There is the possibility that he (or today she) will be all of those things, combining skills to provide whatever is required within the community in which he is placed. Nowadays we are used to tradesmen becoming very specialised within a particular niche, but that has not always been the case, and I would hazard a guess that a smith in a small village a couple of centuries ago would have been poorly considered if he could not shoe the horse as well as make a chain for it to haul with. Of course, even then there would have been an elite of better trained, more experienced workers drawn to produce finer quality goods for the gentry. I doubt that the metalworker who created the complex beauty of the 7th century Anglo Saxon Sutton Hoo heavily ornate gold belt buckle (more than 412 grams in weight) would have had his talents wasted by turning out lots of simple horseshoes.


Yet even at the basest level of the smith’s craft, a sense of awe, magic and mystery attaches itself. Little wonder, when those early workers of the Bronze Age and Iron Age obtained metal from rocks and turned it into tools and weapons. It was a world away from their stone implement ancestors. We hear about the magical “drawing the sword from the stone” in Arthurian legend, yet that is what those early metalworkers actually achieved. No wonder they kept their trade secrets, making sure that they maintained a local monopoly on such goods. Of course, keeping their secrets from the general population (and working apart from them to prevent the spread of fire) would be bound to lead to an idea or suspicion that they were working some sort of magic; that is actions that could not be explained by other ordinary people. In some places even iron or other metals were imbued with an air of magic, good or bad, and consequently would not be used in ritual situations. Sir James Frazer lists many of these taboos from Africa, Estonia and Poland, Native Americans to ancient Greece, Crete and Rome.2


An early trade guild of blacksmiths in London was mentioned in 1299. the Fraternity of St. Loie,3 which eventually developed into the Blacksmiths Company (1421) and thence the Worshipful Company of Blacksmiths, who received their charter in the reign of Queen Elizabeth 1 in 1571. Originally the various trade guilds were religious in nature, but acted as a friendly society to assist members in poor circumstances and as a body to control and regulate the quality of work including inspecting pieces made by apprentices who wished to become blacksmiths in their own right. Nowadays the company encourages and funds training and quality of work with prizes and bursaries. Its patron saint is St. Clement (see Chapter 8) and its motto is “By Hammer and Hand, all Arts do Stand,” which is very appropriate.4


In some cases blacksmiths may actually be working magic, in the sense of doing something unknown to the general understanding of people. I am particularly thinking of farriers: the art of horse magic still has not been completely swept away by mechanisation in my native East Anglia or, I understand, in its other stronghold of Scotland. The ability of a person to control horses to stand still or to move forwards or backwards without any verbal or physical commands is a handy one when trying to nail metal shoes to their hooves. Whilst some of the more inquisitive may have found out about the efficacy of certain secret unguents applied to a toad’s bone or other receptacle in the pocket, to most it would remain a wondrous magical ability. The power of the “horseman’s grip and word” transmitted orally from one generation to the next in the secretive horsemen’s guilds is still little understood or published, yet is respected by many older people who still remember the use of heavy horses and the men who controlled them.


Blacksmithing is woven into our very English language; think of the popular sayings:


“You have to strike while the iron is hot”: the meaning is to seize an opportunity before it vanishes. Richard Edwards used the phrase in a play acted before the Queen in 15645 called Damon and Pithias and it refers to a blacksmith having to work metal whilst it is still retaining heat from the forge.


Having “too many irons in the fire” is generally considered a bad thing. A blacksmith would be very busy in that case, and may miss withdrawing an object from the fire at the right moment.


Going at it “hammer and tongs” indicates a blacksmith putting a lot of effort into a task.


Something having “a nice ring to it” suggests something sounding attractive or good. If a cracked metal or glass vessel is struck it has a dull tone instead of making a clear ringing sound, so no doubt the process would be an easy way to check the quality of a smith’s work.


They all derive from the blacksmith’s art.


Think too of the wonder of a pattern welded sword or other weapon: as an Anglo Saxon re-enactor I can tell you that the modern public are still fascinated to learn why the best high status swords may have an intricate pattern within the middle of the blade. In some cases it is visible all the time, but in others one has to breathe on the blade to reveal its sinuous serpent-like curves. The process that causes this is lengthy and complicated, and inevitably raises the potential value of the sword. Strips of metal are twisted together and hammered out. The process is repeated many times. The end result is a central core to the sword that is not only visually attractive, but more flexible. A harder metal which is easier to sharpen is then welded around this core to make the cutting edge. Any small mistake in this process will result in many hours of work wasted and the rejection of the finished article. Even with our modern tools and temperature gauges this is a process that only a few of the best sword smiths use, and they command a much higher price for them than the more usual one-piece combined sword blade and tang. Little wonder then that their ancestors would have kept the process secret and encouraged a sense of mystique about their master craftsmanship. To produce a blade that reveals a dragon or serpent when breathed upon still feels magical even when you know the process.


Because of the heavy continuous physical labour employed, the stereotypical blacksmith is very strong, especially in the arms, and in the hot conditions of the forge may work stripped to the waist. That sounds like a desirable image to set ladies’ hearts aflutter in the days before action hero film stars! Such men may well be popular with males too though: an admiration of their skill and physical strength combined with respect for their craftsmanship and semi-independent lifestyle. In many communities, the village forge was a focus for men to gather and talk around the warming fire, so long as they did not get in the way. Even today, a working blacksmith is a character that people like to watch.


Before industrialisation, a community would value having a local blacksmith as a respected inhabitant, and would not want to lose him. He would often be the go-to man for practical problem solving. His family may have occupied the same forge for centuries, using the same inherited tools, anvil and forge and bellows; my late father-in-law, Ron Smith, worked a forge at the small hamlet of Gainsford End, near Castle Hedingham, Essex (now sadly demolished). It is believed to have been worked by his same Smith family for 400 years, only stopping when he failed to have a son or brother willing to carry it on. He eventually gave up when he was affected by severe arthritis, something I have found to be a common complaint in retired smiths. Maybe that contributes to the image of the lame god smith we shall explore.


Ron Smith had the classic surname for his occupation, and it is the most common English surname. Similarly, foreign words for smith have also become common surnames in their respective countries e.g. the Slavic Kovac and Italian Ferrari (yes, the car manufacturer), the French Lefèvre, the Spanish Herrera and Fieraru and the Portuguese Ferreira to name but a few. As we shall see, the figure of a smith as god or demi-god is just as widespread.


I use the designation demi-god deliberately: as you will find, many are not accepted into the ranks of the main gods of their respective mythologies, either because of physical impairment such as the “lame-god” archetype, or because they only have one divine parent. There is a well-known Pagan saying, “As above, so below,” or the microcosm reflecting the macrocosm in more modern technical parlance. The liminal status of the smith demi-god, admired but not quite a member of the gods, is reflected by the human smiths of many times and cultures: revered and valued for their technical and sometimes magical prowess, but not accepted as an ordinary member of the communities they serve, and sometimes made to live apart.


The lame god idea is one that has been acknowledged but not investigated to any great degree it seems. I believe that it is something very different to the Jungian “wounded healer” archetype,6 in as much as the disability of the blacksmith does not aid or inform his work in the same way that a healer uses their own experience of illness or injury to enhance their abilities. I have already said that some smiths suffer in their health as result of their work, e.g. arthritis or burns, but some gods or demi-gods seem to become smiths because of an existing disability or imperfection. E.g. The Greek Hephaestus, rejected by the gods for his ugliness and who then breaks his legs in his fall from Mount Olympus after being cast down from it.


There are other types of god who are disabled in some way but are not blacksmiths. Consider the Norse Tyr (Anglo Saxon Tiw). He loses a hand to the supernaturally fierce and huge Fenris wolf in an act of courage to save the other gods. Whilst once the leader of the gods, he is supplanted by Odin (Anglo Saxon Woden). Yet he is not a smith god. Conversely the Celtic Lugh of the Silver Hand (a replacement for a lost one) is able to maintain his role as leader.


From those same Germanic pantheons we have the thunder and fertility god Thor (Anglo Saxon Thunor) with his mighty war hammer Mjollnir. Despite having a hammer, he is not the smith god either – that role is played by Völundr (Anglo Saxon Wayland Smith). Some smith gods within other countries and cultures do have attributes of fire and thunder or even war, but not in every case. That is why I feel it is misleading to assign one god as the equivalent of another. For example, Wayland seems to be a very different character, with different stories to Völundr, and no connection to war other than making the weapons and armour.


It has not been possible to find a blacksmith god in every country or culture: that could have been for a number of reasons. They may have shared a god with a neighbouring culture. They may have had all Pagan gods suppressed by incoming religions who destroyed all trace of them, particularly if they had few written, sculptural or pictorial records. There have been some cultures in which metalworking was not seen as an important, or not even a local activity worthy of having its own deity. In some cases a god usually associated with other activities or elements e.g. crafts, war, fire etc. may have had smithing added onto their portfolio without the connection surviving in modern records. However, of those cultures that do credit blacksmiths with being sacred, mythological or worthy of being the heroes of stories and customs, I hope you enjoy their stories.





Chapter 1


Classic Sources: Greece and Rome


Greece


Hephaestus


Classic Greek mythology provides us with an archetypal smith god: Hephaestus was the son of the goddess Hera, who had conceived him alone out of spite for Zeus going off with another goddess to have a baby. Apparently he was born ugly and was rejected by the other gods, so was thrown from Mount Olympus (either by Hera or Zeus, depending on which version you read) and smashed his leg landing on the island of Lemnos, causing lameness. (The island became the centre of his cult.) To support himself on earth he learnt the secrets of being a smith and eventually created a cursed throne to trap his mother, then returned to Olympus.


Hephaestus is credited with creating many wonderful things. Homer wrote a detailed description of armour and a shield he made at the request of Thetis for her son Achilles7 at the siege of Troy. Hephaestus himself was said to have fought at Troy using fire against the river god Skamandros.


He is also credited with creating palaces for the deities of Olympus, so works in more than metal. To top that he was commanded by Zeus to create the woman Pandora as a wife for the Titan Epimetheus, the brother of Prometheus who had angered Zeus. It was a spiteful gift, as she brought a box (or jar) from which she released all the ills of mankind on the world. There are also tales of creatures like robots invented to help him with his work in the volcano that fires his underground forge. He also gave a silver bow and golden arrows to the four-day-old Apollo (son of Leto) to kill a foul smelling snake monster called the Python of Delphi. Hera set it on a mission to chase Leto, who was bearing a child by her husband Zeus.


Hephaestus is credited as the Greek god of fire, smithing, sculpture and stone masons. He is usually pictured as holding a hammer and tongs. Curiously he rides a donkey rather than a horse or chariot. He was married to the beautiful but unfaithful Aphrodite. In the Iliad8 he speaks to another wife, Kharis, about what he has done:




She [Thetis] saved me when I suffered much at the time of my great fall through the will of my own brazen-faced mother [Hera], who wanted to hide me for being lame. Then my soul would have taken much suffering had not Eurynome and Thetis caught me and held me, Eurynome, daughter of Okeanos, whose stream bends back in a circle. With them I worked nine years as a smith, and wrought many intricate things; pins that bend back, curved clasps, cups, necklaces, working there in the hollow of the cave, and the stream of Okeanos around us went on forever with its foam and its murmur. No other among the gods or among mortal men knew about us except Eurynome and Thetis. They knew since they saved me.





In another case of infidelity closer to home Hephaestus created a net of golden chains which he dropped on his wife Aphrodite as she made love with Ares, the god of war. He tried to shame them by calling the gods to witness them, but some refused and others sympathised with Ares saying it was worth being trapped in chains to make love with the beautiful Aphrodite. Yet Hephaestus wasn’t above being unfaithful himself, and tried unsuccessfully to rape the virginal Athena. His semen fell to Earth instead and resulted in the Earth producing Erikhthonios, who was brought up as a foster child by Athena.
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