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About the Book

Pirates and smugglers, ghost ships and sea-serpents, fishermen’s prayers and sailors’ rituals – the coastline of the British Isles plays host to an astonishingly rich variety of local legends, customs, and superstitions.

In The Fabled Coast, renowned folklorists Sophia Kingshill and Jennifer Westwood gather together the most enthralling tales and traditions, tracing their origins and examining the facts behind the legends. Was there ever such a beast as the monstrous Kraken? Did a Welsh prince discover America, centuries before Columbus? What happened to the missing crew of the Mary Celeste? Along the way, they recount the stories that are an integral part of our coastal heritage, such as the tale of Drake’s Drum, said to be heard when England was in peril, and the mythical island of Hy Brazil, which for centuries appeared on sea charts and maps to the west of Ireland. The result is an endlessly fascinating, often surprising journey through our island history.
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INTRODUCTION

Nay, come up hither. From this wave-washed mound

Unto the furthest flood-brim look with me;

Then reach on with thy thought till it be drown’d.

Miles and miles distant though the last line be,

And though thy soul sail leagues and leagues beyond, –

Still, leagues beyond those leagues, there is more sea.

from ‘The House of Life’ (1881), by Dante Gabriel Rossetti

A picture that used to appear regularly in school history books is Millais’s Boyhood of Raleigh. It shows a weatherbeaten man pointing out to sea, spinning a tale to two spellbound boys. One of the listeners is the youthful Walter Raleigh, and this is his moment of epiphany, the awakening of a spirit of exploration that will take him across the wide Atlantic to the shores of the New World.

The scene of the old sea-dog telling his adventures could be set just about anywhere, in any century almost up to the present. Until very recent times, only sailors travelled widely, and so only they could describe the wonders of foreign lands, the perils and marvels of the open waves. Even now, we still know less about the ocean, its farthest reaches and lowest depths, than we do about mountains, jungles, deserts or ice-fields.

Our coast is more familiar. Certainly we have plenty of it: the shoreline of the UK mainland alone is more than five times as long as that of France, and once you add Ireland and all the islands of both countries, you have a lot more edge than middle. Legends flourish in these borders between land and sea. All things supernatural favour the territory linking one state with another – twilight between day and dark, doorways and gates between in and out, bridges, dreams between sleep and waking. The shore is another liminal area, joining earth to water, known to unknown, and this is the setting for some of the most beautiful, terrible, and memorable tales of folklore.

Secrets of the sea

Landsmen love to hear sailors’ yarns because, however fabulous, they could be true. Sailors love telling them to show off, and to convert grim experience into romance. There is no occupational group with more tales than sailors: none until quite lately spent more time in isolation from all but a group of their fellows; none had more startling truths to tell, nor more scope for lies. These are ideal conditions for storytelling.

Every maritime nation has its sea legends, and in our group of islands to the west of the European mainland, examples of just about every theme are found. By the nature of their profession, sailors form an international community, and their beliefs and traditions became common currency, translated into different idioms and languages, but recognisably similar from the Hebrides to the seaboard of America, from the Mediterranean to the Channel.

The prototype of seafarers is Odysseus, whose exploits, first told by Homer in the eighth century BCE, were a blueprint for all later WONDER VOYAGES. As sailor’s yarns go, the Odyssey set a high standard. It took the hero ten years to travel from Troy to Ithaca – a distance of three hundred miles or so as the crow flies – and when he finally walked in and his wife Penelope asked, as well she might, ‘And where have you been?’, she heard a tale of spectacular risks and stupendous freaks. Her husband had evaded Scylla, a monstrous squid or octopus like the vast Kraken that haunted the imagination of later Scandinavian seafarers (see BURRA, Scottish Highlands & Islands), and Charybdis, mother of all whirlpools (see CORRYVRECKAN, Scottish Lowlands). He had heard the magical song of the Sirens without being tempted to his death, and on enchanted islands ruled by seductive queens he had mysteriously forgotten to go home. Penelope might have had a thing or two to say about that, or she might have decided the less said the better. Odysseus had come up with a winning formula, the model for centuries to come. His are the same improbable but undisprovable yarns told by generations of sailors.

They are not pretty tales for children, but tough stories told by tough men, whose lives held real dangers. Whirlpools could and still can swallow up small craft, and although no octopus has ever capsized a vessel, or plucked a sailor from the rigging with its snake-like tentacles, whales are easily big enough to sink boats, and have done so. As for the islands, countless rocks and reefs, uncharted in Odysseus’s day and for two thousand years or more after, are found even in a sea as small as the Mediterranean. Some islands, as if they were bewitched fairy realms, really do come and go. Vegetation clotted with earth can form masses large enough to count as ‘floating islands’, and there are seldom-exposed reefs of rocks or sandbanks, such as SCROBY SANDS (East Anglia), that can grow and shrink. Mirages including the famous ‘fata Morgana’ play their part (see RAMSGATE, South-East England), and then there is the whole volcanic box of tricks, from the 1963 appearance of Surtsey off Iceland – coming up – to Santorini, largely destroyed by eruption in the seventeenth century BCE and leading, perhaps, to the myth of ATLANTIS – going down.

Throughout the ancient world, there were tales of island paradises, attainable before death if you just sailed far enough. To the Greeks they were the Fortunate Isles or Hesperides; to the Celts, Tir na nÓg, the Land of Youth, or Hy Brazil (see INISHMORE, Northern Eire & Northern Ireland). For the early Celtic monks, it became a form of pilgrimage to get in their coracles and launch themselves on the sea to journey they knew not where, for the love of God. Whatever happened on the actual voyages, in poem and legend they are as extraordinary as the adventures of Odysseus – but the men were saints, the stories must be true. This kind of thinking kept mythic lands on the map for centuries. St Brendan’s Isle, supposedly discovered on Brendan’s journey from BRANDON CREEK (Southern Eire), continued to be marked on charts of the Atlantic for hundreds of years, and was seriously searched for until the eighteenth century. People are still looking for Atlantis.

Even when navigation and exploration had largely erased such elusive landmarks, tales of ‘fairy islands’ continued to haunt the imagination. Near MILFORD HAVEN in Wales, it was rumoured, lay ‘the green meadows of the sea’, from which fairy shoppers came to market on the mainland. The Scottish equivalent is Heather-Bleather, somewhere around Orkney (see EYNHALLOW, Scottish Highlands & Islands), and the seas around Ireland, according to popular report, are or were positively infested with magical islands (see for example RATHLIN O’BIRNE ISLAND, Northern Eire & Northern Ireland, and LAHINCH, Southern Eire).

Not only were there strange lands in the ocean, there was even another sea above the earth. Medieval ideas of this aerial ocean were called into play to explain sightings of ‘sky-ships’ (see BODMIN, South-West England & Channel Islands), vessels sailing in the air, a strand of folklore that has in fact grown more common in modern times, although today witnesses are more likely to interpret their visions, or illusions, as alien spacecraft. While the Unknown now is outer space, in ancient times it was the sea.

Unnatural natural history

Parallel to the imaginary geography that pictured heavenly and hellish lands somewhere just over the horizon was a fantastic zoology, populating the waves with hideous monsters and ravishing mermaids. Underwater, there was believed to be a ‘duplicate creation’ providing equivalents for everything found on land, not only sea-horses and sea-cattle (see ST BRIDES, Wales, and DURSEY ISLAND, Southern Eire), but even sea-bishops and other such STRANGE FISH.

As scientific knowledge advanced, people stopped taking the word of classical authors as the undoubted voice of authority, and started really looking at the world around them. Authentic wonders began to replace fables in popular report, and the mermaid drifted out of the naturalist’s sphere, where she had remained for centuries in one form or another (see SIRENS, SEA-NYMPHS, AND MERMAIDS), and into fairy tale and fantasy, where she remains a vivid symbol of feminine allure and danger.

Some of the old theories, however, were remarkably tenacious. Barnacle geese – birds born from shellfish (see BANNOW BAY, Southern Eire) – disappeared from natural history books, but even in the twentieth century it remained acceptable among Catholics in some places to eat geese on fast days, since their flesh counted as a form of fish. Other prodigies too remained stock elements of sailors’ travelogues. The immensity of the sea, its inconceivable depths, its ultimate mystery – coupled with the fact that we are able to justify our wish to believe with scientific discovery, for instance of the Colossal Squid (see ROTHESAY, Scottish Lowlands) – these make marine monsters and SEA-SERPENTS among the most viable of legendary ideas today.

The supernatural

Many stories told of the sea cannot be fitted into our modern world-view, but instead tap into such deep levels of the human psyche that we are never likely to outgrow them. These are our most potent legends, those that have inspired painters, poets, and musicians. Their common theme might be called ‘the wrath of God’.

The ocean’s terror has been largely forgotten in the western world today, among travellers who fly or take the Channel Tunnel if they want to go abroad, but every so often we get a rude reminder. At the beginning of the twentieth century, technology was king, but then along came the iceberg that sank Titanic (see BELFAST, Northern Eire & Northern Ireland). At the beginning of the twenty-first, we might have thought ourselves safe from anything similar, but the sinking of the Costa Concordia early in 2012 made us think again.

The human instinct when confronted with such awesome power is to propitiate (to call the sea a god and try to keep it pleased). From there it is a short step to SUPERSTITIONS – and no group of people in the world is so observant of taboos and omens as seafarers.

On the other hand, the ocean might be, not itself a deity, but God’s instrument of retribution. Fear of the sea as the ultimate weapon of the Powers That Be, to be hurled against us if we misbehave, underlies the stories of Noah’s Flood and other deluges of ancient myth, as well as the legend of Atlantis, and notions of impiety, blasphemy, and sin are bound up with tales of ‘drowned cities’. On the east coast of England the losses are not only real but relatively recent: more than thirty places mentioned in the Domesday Book (1086) have disappeared by erosion from the Holderness coast alone. To the west, we have to go back long before the historical record begins, to the changes brought about by the last Ice Age, in order to justify the stories of kingdoms drowned in CARDIGAN BAY and CONWY BAY (Wales) and off LAND’S END (South-West England & Channel Islands). In the cases of genuine sunken towns such as DUNWICH (East Anglia) there is no suggestion that they deserved their fate – reality is enough, perhaps – but not so with the mythic lost lands of the western coast, overwhelmed by the sea in punishment for their pride or evil ways.

The apocalyptic tone of such tales is echoed on an individual level by stories of men doomed and damned because they defied destiny, or God. In the late eighteenth century, Coleridge created a literary myth from the legendary archetype of a cursed man, condemned to ‘death in life’ (see WATCHET, South-West England & Channel Islands), and like the Ancient Mariner, the captain of THE FLYING DUTCHMAN experienced the sea as an endless journey. Perhaps he still does. Phantom ships are reported from time to time even now, and although some, like those that haunt the GOODWIN SANDS (South-East England), are identified as ghostly reminders of historical tragedies, others sail nameless through the mist, and might be the Flying Dutchman herself.

Men and women of the sea

To the long-distance sailor, the ocean is not only a highway but itself a country, where only the landsman is ‘all at sea’. The mariner knows its language and its sometimes bizarre customs (see for example ABERDEEN, Scottish Lowlands, for a description of the ceremony performed when crossing the equator). No matter what its dangers and hardships, it is home. To the coastal fisherman and his family, the sea has a more ambiguous status, for though it provides, its goods come at a high price. Countless men have gone out with their nets one night only to meet with a deadly storm; countless wives and children have watched in the morning for a sail that never came. Trying to second-guess fate, fisherfolk were alert to a variety of omens, making their forecasts from clouds, seabirds, fish, and sounds heard at sea and on shore (see for example PATERNOSTERS, South-West England & Channel Islands, and SALTBURN-BY-THE-SEA, North-East England), and to assert some notional control they developed a remarkable range of taboos (see ROSEHEARTY, Scottish Lowlands).

The hazards were no less for a smuggler or buccaneer, but the potential rewards were far greater. Some, like Isaac Gulliver of WIMBORNE MINSTER (South-West England & Channel Islands), achieved not only wealth but respectability, while others got the worst of both worlds: Captain Kidd of GREENOCK (Scottish Lowlands) gained little but the gibbet, and went down in history as a brute. More notable than either in her own territory was Gráinne Mhaol, or Grace O’Malley, as the English called her, the sixteenth-century pirate queen of Connaught (see CLARE ISLAND, Northern Eire & Northern Ireland), who became a goddess-figure in later legend. Sir Francis Drake too took on a mythical character, gaining the reputation of a wizard during his lifetime (see PLYMOUTH, South-West England & Channel Islands), and was said centuries afterwards to have been reincarnated as that other English champion Nelson (see SCAPA FLOW, Scottish Highlands & Islands).

Much earlier, the seafaring saints exerted hands-on control over their environment. Columba or Colm Cillé, according to his first biographers, could direct the weather (see IONA, Scottish Lowlands), and moreover had a humane relationship with creatures of the deep, his encounters with whales mediated by prayer rather than slaughter. Man’s subsequent mastery of the sea, such as it is, has been largely a tale of conquest rather than co-existence, an imbalance for which we may yet pay the price. Tales of vengeful mermaids who curse their enemies are as much allegory as folk tale: molest nature at your peril, is the message.

We don’t listen. Humankind is incorrigibly rash, cheeky, invasive, callous, daring. The sea poses its questions, and something in us has to rise to the challenge. In Longfellow’s ‘The Secret of the Sea’ (1850):

‘Wouldst thou’ – so the helmsman answered, –

‘Learn the secret of the sea?

Only those who brave its dangers

Comprehend its mystery!’

There speaks the spirit of Odysseus: the man who faces up to Creation, wrestles with it, fears it, wonders at it, and at the end of the day, for the benefit of the less bold-hearted, brings back tales.
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SOUTH-WEST ENGLAND & CHANNEL ISLANDS

Channel Islands, Cornwall, Devon, Dorset, Gloucestershire, Scilly Isles, Somerset

ABBOTSBURY, DORSET

Garland Day

ALL OVER ENGLAND, May Day used to be celebrated with garlands of flowers picked in the morning and hung up in houses and churches. In coastal communities, the wreaths were often cast into the sea, a springtime gift from the land to encourage a plentiful gathering of fish from the waters.

Most such rituals lapsed, often from clerical disapproval of their pagan implications, but in Abbotsbury near Chesil Beach they continue, in a modified form, to this day, despite (or perhaps because of) interference and opposition. This was the Abbotsbury Garland Day as described in the 1860s:

The children belonging to the crew of each boat build up a large garland of handsome flowers upon a frame, and carry it from house to house, usually getting a few pence a-piece from those who can afford it. The people throng the beach, weather permitting, in the afternoon, when the garlands are taken out in boats and thrown into the sea.

Originally the ceremony was not an overtly religious or at least not a Christian one, but by the mid nineteenth century the vicar had begun to take part, accompanying the procession to the shore, reading a suitable passage from the Bible, and leading the congregation in prayers.

The occasion continued to evolve through the twentieth century, progressively losing its links with the sea. Before the First World War, the making and carrying of the garlands, once exclusive to fishermen’s families, had extended to any local children, and after 1918, it was decided that it would be more suitable to lay the wreaths on the war memorial than to cast them into the water. In 1954, Garland Day nearly came to an end when a high-handed policeman, new to the district, took it upon himself to ban the parade altogether. He declared that the children who took the garland from house to house, collecting contributions, were breaking the law by begging, and the money was confiscated. Paradoxically, he may have helped keep the custom going, since not only the children but their parents, who had been losing interest in Garland Day, were furious. A protest was organised, and the Chief Constable of Dorset issued an apology and restrained the overzealous officer. Abbotsbury school continued to support the tradition, giving its pupils a day off on 13 May (Old May Day, by the pre-Gregorian calendar), but after the school was closed in 1981 the children no longer got a holiday for the occasion. Garland Day has survived, however, as a local custom. Flowers are still taken round the houses on the evening of 13 May to collect money for local charities, and the garlands are put on the war memorial in the churchyard.

BIDEFORD, DEVON

The last battle of the Revenge

The Tudor admiral Sir Richard Grenville of Bideford had a fearsome reputation. One of his contemporaries was told ‘by divers credible persons who stood and beheld him, that he would carouse three or four glasses of wine, and take the glasses between his teeth and crush them in pieces and swallow them down’, and in Britain’s wars with Spain his ‘intolerable pride, insatiable ambition’ made such an impression that Spanish nurses used to terrify their charges with tales of his ferocity.

In his final battle he surpassed himself. Commanding the Revenge, in 1591 he helped lead an expedition to the Azores in the hope of capturing Spanish treasure ships. When the Spaniards came in sight, however, they greatly outnumbered the British fleet, which had also been struck by fever, leaving many men too sick to fight. The Revenge was intercepted by two Spanish squadrons, and with the choice of sailing on between them or turning to escape, Grenville declared that ‘he would rather choose to die than to dishonour himself, his country, and her Majesty’s ship’ by showing his back to the enemy. The Revenge advanced, one ship against fifty-three.

Grenville’s decision went down in history. Tennyson’s poem ‘The Revenge’ (1878) imagines his suicidal courage:

Sir Richard spoke and he laughed, and we roared a hurrah, and so

The little Revenge ran on sheer into the heart of the foe …

The unequal encounter should have been over in minutes. In fact it lasted all night. By morning, around fifteen hundred Spaniards were dead, and the Revenge had sunk or repulsed fifteen ships. Her powder was all gone, her masts were down, her pikes broken, forty of her hundred able men dead and most of the rest injured. Nevertheless, the Spanish made no further attempts to board, since they were convinced that Grenville would destroy his vessel sooner than surrender, and they were quite right. Sir Richard, mortally wounded, had ordered his master gunner to blow up the ship. This, however, was one step too far for his men, who locked up the gunner and negotiated with the Spanish, reaching agreement that the English officers were to be ransomed and the rest of the crew returned to their native shores. Too weak to argue, Grenville was removed to the Spanish admiral’s ship, where he died three days later:

And they stared at the dead that had been so valiant and true,

And had holden the power and glory of Spain so cheap

That he dared her with one little ship and his English few;

Was he devil or man? He was devil for aught they knew,

But they sank his body with honour down into the deep.
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After more than twelve hours’ battle with the Spanish, Sir Richard Grenville’s ship Revenge was little better than a mastless hulk, but still her captain refused to surrender.



It was commonly believed that some supernatural power beyond human courage had been at work, and was displayed in the frightful tempest that followed. More than a hundred Spanish ships were wrecked in the storm, while the Revenge herself now sank, as if disdaining to survive her commander. The English held that this was the work of God, the Spanish that it was infernal, and ‘so soon as they had thrown the dead body of the Vice-Admiral Sir Richard Grenville overboard, they verily thought that as he had a devilish faith and religion, and therefore the devil loved him, so he presently sunk into the bottom of the sea and down into hell, where he raised up all the devils to the revenge of his death, and that they brought so great a storm and torments upon the Spaniards, because they only maintained the Catholic and Romish religion.’

In an 1881 essay on ‘The English Admirals’, Robert Louis Stevenson comments that although Grenville chewing wine glasses at table made no very pleasant figure, his achievement continued to inspire an age less heroic than his own:

I contend it ought not only to enliven men of the sword as they go into battle, but send back merchant-clerks with more heart and spirit to their book-keeping by double entry.

BODMIN, CORNWALL

A sea above the earth

Riding from Bodmin towards Fowey, one evening in May 1580, a company of gentlemen saw a wonderful sight in the sky, described in detail in John Stow’s Chronicles of England (1580). First in the north-east there appeared a great fog, ‘much like unto the sea’, and out of it a castle emerged. Then a fleet of ships came sailing across, looking very warlike, and a second battalion from the south-west. Three or four galleys followed, with smaller boats in their wake, a procession that continued for around an hour.

The sight of sky-ships was by no means unique, though it was always reported as a marvel. This example sounds like an unusual cloud display, and other more remarkable phenomena have been explained as mirages (see RAMSGATE, South-East England). Observers, however, sometimes interpreted such visions as proof that there was a sea above the earth, mirroring the one below. The idea of the world as a solid island, in the midst of waters over and under it, is common to many mythologies, and appears in Genesis 1:7, where we are told that when creating the world, God ‘divided the waters which were under the firmament from the waters which were above the firmament’.

In ninth-century France, many educated people thought that in the air was a country called Magonia, from which cloud-ships would sail to carry off the corn beaten down in storms (making a profit for sorcerers called tempestarii, who raised the gales and then sold the ruined crops to the sky-sailors). A more specific account by the medieval historian Gervase of Tilbury relates how some people leaving a church saw a cable stretching from sky to earth, attached at the bottom to a ship’s anchor caught on a tombstone, while the top was invisible, disappearing into thick cloud. The rope was straining as if something above was tugging at it, and soon a man came climbing down it from the clouds. He freed the anchor, but was then seized by the onlookers and died in their hands, ‘suffocated by the humidity of our dense air as if he were drowning in the sea’. About an hour later the rope tumbled to earth, cut from above. The anchor remained where it was, and the citizens converted it into fastenings for their church door.

Very similar events were reported in Ireland in the eighth and tenth centuries, at Clonmacnoise and TELTOWN (Northern Eire & Northern Ireland), while another tale from Gervase implies that the aerial sea was continuous with our own oceans, though far distant. A Bristol sailor on a long voyage happened to drop his knife overboard one morning.

That very hour it fell through an open window in the roof of the citizen’s own home – the kind of window which the English call a skylight – and stuck fast in a table which stood beneath it, before the eyes of his wife.

She recognised it immediately, and when her husband came home, they compared dates and found that he had dropped it and she had received it in the same hour of the same day, which Gervase takes as incontrovertible evidence of an ocean either ‘in the air or above the air’.

BOSCASTLE, CORNWALL

Drowned bells

Long ago, the inhabitants of Boscastle, whose church had no bell, were jealous of the beautiful peal at neighbouring Tintagel, and raised money to buy bells of their own. In Cornish Feasts and Folk-Lore (1890), Miss M. A. Courtney relates how the newly cast bells were brought by sea. In line with usual practice, the ship had taken on a local man to navigate into the harbour, and this pilot happened to be from Tintagel. Hearing his own parish bells ring out for vespers, he piously crossed himself, and thanked God that he would soon be safe on shore.

On this the captain grew very wroth, and said, ‘Thank the ship and the canvas at sea, thank God on shore.’ ‘No!’ meekly replied the pilot, ‘we should thank God at sea as well as on land.’ At this the captain grew still more angry, swore and blasphemed, and with an oath exclaimed, ‘Not so, thank yourself and a fair wind.’

A storm at once arose. The ship was driven on to the rocks and sank, and all on board except the devout pilot were drowned. As the vessel foundered, the bells were heard tolling, and they still ring out before a gale, ‘but woe to the unhappy ship’s crew that hears them, for wreck, misfortunes, and deaths are sure to follow.’

This moral tale was widely repeated in the late nineteenth century, and the Reverend Robert Hawker, vicar of MORWENSTOW from 1834 to 1875, composed a popular poem on the subject, ‘The Silent Tower of Bottreau’ (Boscastle was once the seat of the De Bottreaux family and known as Bottreaux or Bottreau Castle). There is no consensus as to whether the bell-less church referred to was the medieval church of St James at Boscastle, demolished in the nineteenth century, or St Symphorian’s at Forrabury, now the church for Boscastle parish, or St Merteriana’s at Minster, and it is many years since anyone has reported hearing the spectral bells. Hawker may, in fact, have made the legend up, but if so, he was drawing on far older accounts of bells drowned in punishment for sacrilege, such as that told at ST OUEN’S BAY.

It was widely believed that phantom bells were heard by drowning sailors, although, of course, like other near-death experiences, this can only be learned from the reports of those who have survived. In Credulities Past and Present (1880), William Jones cites an account of an old man who was on the point of death but revived:

He had the ringing of bells in his ears, which increased as consciousness was becoming less, and he felt as if ‘all the bells of heaven were ringing him into Paradise!’

The person to whom the old man told his story added that ‘I know the locality where the circumstance occurred, and there is no bell within a circuit of six miles, but one old cracked church bell.’

BOULEY BAY, JERSEY, CHANNEL ISLANDS

The Dog of Bouley

At Bouley Bay, the nocturnal apparition of a large black dog, with staring saucer eyes, was said to foretell a storm. In Channel Islands patois, the beast was called Le Tchan du Bouôlé (‘The Dog of Bouley’), and it has been suggested that Tchan (chien) is a corruption of Chouan, the name applied to royalists who escaped to Jersey during the French Revolution. ‘History tells us that they indulged in a good deal of horse-play, and were constantly playing pranks on the inhabitants,’ wrote the Jersey folklorist John L’Amy in 1927. ‘May it not be that one of them disguised himself as a dog?’ – a superficially tempting but, when you think about it, rather improbable theory. Elemental beasts (animal apparitions linked to the weather) are very often big, black, and canine (see OVERSTRAND, East Anglia), and Bouley’s dog is a classic example, reports of him almost certainly pre-dating the French refugees.

BRECQHOU, CHANNEL ISLANDS

The devil-fish

Many dreadful stories have been told about octopuses, which were believed to be aggressive and dangerous, seizing swimmers and holding them underwater, and capable even of sinking boats. An old legend of this kind was told of the river BOYNE (Northern Eire & Northern Ireland), and in the Channel Islands, an octopus was said to have caught and drowned a fisherman in a cave at Brecqhou. Victor Hugo described the horrid animal in his 1866 novel Toilers of the Sea:

A grey form oscillates in the water; it is as thick as a man’s arm, and about half an ell long; its outline is ragged; its form is that of a closed umbrella without a handle. This ragged outline gradually advances toward one. Suddenly, it opens, and eight radii dart, all at once, from around a face with two eyes; these radii are alive; they wave like a flame; when spread out they resemble a sort of wheel, four or five feet in diameter … This creature clings to its prey, covers it, and knots its long hands about it. Underneath, it is yellowish, on top, it is earth-coloured; this dusty shade is indescribable; it appears to be a creature made of ashes, living in the water. It is the shape of a spider with the colouring of a chameleon.
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An illustration to Victor Hugo’s novel Toilers of the Sea (1866), showing the hero Gilliatt in combat with the ‘devil-fish’, a giant octopus. ‘Suddenly, the creature detached its sixth tentacle from the rock, and, throwing it on Gilliatt, tried to seize his left arm.’



Hugo wrote that he had himself seen the ‘devil-fish’ chase a swimmer in another cave, the Boutiques in Sark. It was four foot across, and had four hundred suckers, which, when dying, it thrust out convulsively.

This specimen was, however, nothing compared to the monster described by Pierre Denys de Montfort in his Histoire Naturelle des Mollusques (1802). That had arms forty-five foot long and two and a half foot thick at the top, with suckers as big as plates. Denys de Montfort supported his contention that cephalopods were ‘the most enormous animals that exist on the globe’ with a picture of a ship being attacked by a monster as big as itself, a drawing which defeats its object by being so obviously incredible.

The largest known species, the Giant Pacific Octopus, usually attains an arm span of around fourteen foot, although there are reports of specimens with a span of thirty foot. Tales of truly titanic creatures may relate not to the octopus but to Giant or Colossal Squid, which can apparently be as much as sixty foot long (see ROTHESAY, Scottish Lowlands). Octopuses found around the British coast are generally quite manageable, but Richard Carrington notes in Mermaids and Mastodons (1961) that ‘anyone who has felt the strength in the suckers of even the smallest octopus will not be likely to underestimate the risk.’ He records a well-authenticated nineteenth-century episode when several French soldiers mysteriously disappeared while swimming off the Algerian coast:

On one occasion a group of soldiers were bathing when one of their number screamed for help. Rushing to his aid, the others found that he was firmly gripped by four tentacles of a large octopus, the remaining tentacles anchoring the creature to a rock.

They released their comrade with difficulty, and took their revenge by eating the octopus, boiled.

BRISTOL

Remoras

A tale current among Bristol sailors in the seventeenth century told how a ship of that city had been infested with witches. This was discovered when the quartermaster went down to the hold, where to his astonishment he saw a lot of women, ‘his knowne neighbours, making merry together, and taking their cups liberally: who having espied him, & threatning that he should repent their discovery, vanished suddenly out of sight’. Their ominous words were soon carried into effect. The quartermaster became mysteriously lame, and on the approach to Bristol the ship stopped dead. Although the wind was favourable and strong, the vessel remained immovable, even with help from on shore, until one man shoved it off with his shoulder. (The poet George Sandys, telling this in a note to his 1632 translation of Ovid’s Metamorphosis, suggests that the powerful assistant may have been ‘one of those whom they vulgarly call Wise-men, who doe good a bad way, and undoe the inchantments of others’.) When at last the ship came to harbour, the quartermaster laid an accusation of sorcery against the women he had seen below decks, several of whom confessed and were executed.

Sandys also mentions an alternative explanation offered when ships became mysteriously motionless, that they had been trapped by the remora, a small fish said to have great powers. The Roman writer Pliny maintained that this fish, commanding the fury of the winds, could hold a ship fast against a tempest strong enough to wrench up anchors and part cables. The emperor Caligula was supposed to have been delayed by a remora, his galley alone being detained out of his whole fleet, although it had five men to every oar. A man dived in to investigate, and found the fish attached to the rudder.

Fabulous tales of the remora’s ability to stop ships in their tracks, and even to pull them backwards, remained current for a long time. A late sixteenth-century Dutch book of voyages tells the ‘short and true Historie of a Fish’ that lurked under a vessel’s keel for a fortnight, ‘drawing the ship with it against wind and weather’.

Physical descriptions of the remora vary considerably. Pliny says that Caligula’s fish was like a large slug. The Dutch traveller quoted above mentions ‘a great broad taile’, and says that the rest of the fish was wound round the ship’s beakhead, conveying a notion of something quite large and serpentine. There is a real remora, which is not very like either of these: a slender fish, between one and three foot long, whose salient feature, which gave rise to the legends, is an adhesive disc on the head, by which it can attach itself to any flat surface, so strongly that it can only be dislodged with great difficulty. It does occasionally stick to ships, in order to eat whatever food may be thrown overboard, but prefers to make its journeys with whales, sharks, or turtles, living on the larger creatures’ leavings – and it is certainly incapable of steering or holding still any boat.

See also BODMIN.

BRIXHAM, DEVON

Coins to pay Neptune

In the early twentieth century, the folklorist Edward Lovett made enquiries into the survival of superstitions, and found a particularly rich vein among fishermen. Among other customs, he noted that a coin was often pushed into one of the corks used to float nets, and an old man of Brixham told him that about thirty years earlier, his skipper declared that he had had enough of the recent poor catches, and put a half-sovereign into his trawling net. ‘That night they had such a big catch that it literally filled the boat, whilst the other boats did no better than usual.’

Paying the gods or spirits of the sea for their favour was a time-honoured rite, and the related practice of placing money somewhere in the boat, often under the mast before it was ‘stepped’ (set up), also dates back centuries. A Roman trading vessel of the second century BCE, found in the Thames in 1962, had in her mast-step a coin showing the goddess Fortuna holding a ship’s rudder, and a Spanish wreck salvaged in the Orkneys was found to have a coin dated 1618 wrapped in canvas under the keel, evidently placed there as a charm. The tradition continued well into the twentieth century. Commander W. Beckett, writing of naval customs in the 1930s, records that ‘Up to the present day we find that coins are still put in a ship – often under the step of the mast when she is built. The present Royal Yacht is a case in point.’ Offerings like this were still made in the 1970s, when fishermen from Lowestoft in Suffolk used to throw copper coins overboard when setting out to sea, ‘to buy a good catch’.

BROCKWEIR, GLOUCESTERSHIRE

The mermaid’s curse

A mermaid was once caught in the tidal stretches of the river Wye, as reported by Margaret Eyre in a letter to the authors of Sea Enchantress (1961), a book on mermaids and other sea-spirits. Two fishermen were trawling for salmon with a net stretched between their boats, and noticed that something exceptionally large was struggling in the mesh. One of the men, excited at the catch, steered quickly towards his partner to close the mouth of the net, and carelessly pinched the creature’s tail between the sides of the two boats. At this the ‘fish’ wriggled upright in the water, showing the upper half of a mermaid, and broke free, angrily telling the culprit that ‘very few of his descendants would die in their beds’.

This was said to have happened in the early twentieth century, and was clearly remembered in Brockweir (misprinted in the book as Brockwin). A local woman said that one of the fishermen’s descendants had fallen to his death while mending his roof. ‘How sad,’ said Miss Eyre. ‘Ah, yes,’ the woman replied, ‘that was the mermaid’s curse.’

BUDE, CORNWALL

A fake mermaid

As a young student in the 1820s, Robert Hawker, later vicar of MORWENSTOW, played an elaborate trick on his neighbours at Bude. One moonlit evening, he swam or rowed out to a rock a little way off shore, draped his head in seaweed, wrapped oilskin round his legs for a tail, and (otherwise naked) sat on the rock with a hand mirror, singing and yelling until he got attention. People ran into Bude saying that a mermaid was plainly to be seen and heard, and everyone rushed to the beach. In The Vicar of Morwenstow (1876), Sabine Baring-Gould reports that the performance was repeated for several nights, with people coming from all the surrounding villages to see the marvel, until at last Hawker grew tired and hoarse from his attempts at siren song. ‘He therefore wound up the performance with an unmistakeable “God save the King,” then plunged into the waves.’

The hoax would not have worked, of course, if people had not been predisposed to believe in a mermaid. In early nineteenth-century Cornwall it was evidently quite credible, although still remarkable, that one should appear. A good deal later in his career, Hawker was told that the father of one of his Morwenstow parishioners, Tony Cleverdon, had seen two ‘merry-maids’, as they were locally known. Once was at night, when old Cleverdon heard music from the sea. He crept nearer, and at last saw the creature quite plainly, swimming and crooning.

But my father said it was very sad and solemn to hear – more like the tune of a funeral hymn than a Christmas Carol by far – but it was so sweet that it was as much as he could do to hold back from plunging into the tide after her. And he an old man of sixty-seven, with a wife and a houseful of children at home!

The second mermaid was ‘the bootifullest merry-maid that eye could behold’, twisting her long hair up like a girl getting ready for her sweetheart. Cleverdon’s father got very near, hoping to catch hold of her, but before he could do so she caught sight of him, dived off her rock, turned a somersault in the water, ‘and cast a look at my poor father, and grinned like a seal!’

CAWSAND, DEVON

A quiet baby

There are many traditional tales of smugglers outwitting the revenue. Isaac Gulliver of WIMBORNE MINSTER fooled his pursuers by faking death, and a coffin was used to convey contraband at GORLESTON-ON-SEA (East Anglia), but infants as well as corpses could be brought into play. At Cawsand, according to Sabine Baring-Gould’s Book of the West (1899), there lived a woman known in her old age as Granny Grylls. In her youth she had often walked to the beach and back carrying a baby that was never heard to cry. One day a customs officer said to her, ‘Well, Mrs Grylls, that baby of yours is very quiet.’

‘Quiet her may be,’ came the reply, ‘but I reckon her’s got a deal o’ sperit in her.’

And so she had, of course, for the baby was a jar of brandy.

CHAMBERCOMBE MANOR, DEVON

The skeleton in the closet

Chambercombe Manor near Ilfracombe retains much of its original eleventh-century architecture, and is worth a visit for its beautiful gardens alone, but it also has a splendid story attached.

According to legend, a seventeenth-century owner of the house, Alexander Otway, was a ‘wrecker’ who deliberately lured ships on to the rocks so that he could plunder them. One night his son William, following him on his wicked errand, rescued a beautiful girl from the waves. She became William’s wife, and a daughter, Kate, was soon born to the couple. When Kate was grown up, she married an Irishman and moved to Dublin, and after this things began to go wrong for her parents. Finding himself short of money, William decided to follow his father’s example, and took to engineering wrecks for his own profit.

One night a dreadful storm swept the Ilfracombe coast, hurling a vessel ashore. William hurried to see what he could salvage, but what he found first was a badly injured woman cast up by the waves, her face battered beyond recognition. He carried her back to his house, where she died. William robbed her body of its jewellery and said nothing about finding her, but he later learned from some sailors who had survived the wreck that she had been none other than his own daughter on her way from Ireland to see him. Tormented by remorse, he walled up Kate’s body and left the house for ever.
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The magazine The Leisure Hour first printed the tragic story of Chambercombe Manor in 1865, with this image of William Otway rescuing his future wife from the waves.



The tragedy came to light in the nineteenth century, when a tenant noticed that the upper storey of the house contained one more window than he could account for. Breaking open the passage wall opposite the mysterious window, he found a room with ancient furnishings, including a four-poster bed whose mouldering curtains he nervously drew aside. Upon the bed lay a skeleton, all that remained of William Otway’s daughter.

It seems that a secret room was genuinely discovered at Chambercombe Manor in the 1860s or thereabouts, and the saga of the Otways first appeared in the magazine The Leisure Hour in 1865. One investigator, more literal-minded than most, reported that he had examined the ‘room’ in question, and found that it was no more than a space in the roof, without a floor and more importantly without a window, but this has not stopped the legend appearing in many later histories of Chambercombe Manor, and naturally it is said in modern retellings that Kate’s ghost haunts the house.

FOWEY, CORNWALL

John Dory

An old ballad tells of the prowess of the Cornish sailor Nicholl, who fought and overcame a boastful privateer, John Dory. Dory had offered his services to the king of France, promising that he would subdue all of England, but in a bloody battle he was captured by Nicholl and killed. The song was popular in the late sixteenth century, with its encouraging message of English superiority over French aggression, and in The Survey of Cornwall (1602), the antiquary Richard Carew tells the episode as a piece of history. Although he probably gets most of his information from the ballad, he adds that Nicholl was a Fowey man, a detail not found in the verses, suggesting that in Carew’s time there was a local tradition of Nicholl and his triumph.

Unfairly, perhaps, the villain is better remembered than the hero, having given his name to a fish, which may have been originally called jaune dorée, ‘yellow gilt’ in French, from its colour. Other derivations for its name have been proposed, some claiming that it comes from French adorée, ‘worshipped’, since according to Fletcher Bassett’s Legends and Superstitions of the Sea (1885), it was regarded as sacred in Greece until at least the nineteenth century. Others, however, prefer an Italian etymology, suggesting a corruption of il janitore, ‘door-keeper’, a reference to St Peter as keeper of the keys of heaven. This may not be quite as far-fetched as it seems. The John Dory is indeed sometimes known as Peter’s fish, or in France le poisson de St Pierre, from a tale that the two black blotches on its sides are the marks of St Peter’s fingers, left when he took money from its mouth (Matthew 17:27). Folk explanations of marks on fish often relate to saints, or otherwise to the Devil, as in the story told of the haddock at FILEY BRIG (North-East England).

GWENVOR SANDS, CORNWALL

Tregeagle’s tasks

A Cornish phrase, ‘to roar like Tregeagle’, comes from the legend of Jan Tregeagle, who may have been a historical figure, perhaps a seventeenth-century steward who oppressed the peasantry, or, less convincingly, a Bluebeard-like serial killer of his wives. Whatever his sins in life, he achieved lasting fame in folklore for his punishment after death with a series of impossible tasks.

First he was set to work with a cockleshell to empty Bodmin Moor’s Dozmary Pool, said to be unfathomable. In Popular Romances of the West of England (1865), Robert Hunt comments that ‘Unfortunately for its bottomless character, in a recent hot and rainless summer, this little lake became dry,’ but that was none of Tregeagle’s doing, for he had been chased away from Bodmin by demons. At Padstow he was then set to weave ropes of sand, a hopeless job traditionally assigned to evil spirits to keep them out of mischief, but here he made so much noise, roaring and howling in frustration as his ropes were washed away, that the local residents begged the Cornish saint Petroc to get rid of him.

Petroc arranged for Tregeagle to carry sand from Bareppa to Porthleven, but this too made him bellow, for the tide brought the sand back as fast as he could remove it. With the aid of priests and prayers he was once more removed, this time to Gwenvor Sands near Land’s End, where he remains to this day. His shrieks reach around the whole of Whitesand Bay, and in the late nineteenth century, a local man reported that ‘I have often heard him howling before a westerly hurricane in the still of midnight at my house in Penzance, a distance of ten miles.’

KEYNSHAM, SOMERSET

Snakestones

In the sixth century, St Keyne resolved upon a solitary life, and chose a site for her cell at what became known as Keynsham. The place, however, was infested with snakes, which at the saint’s prayers were turned into rock – since when, according to John Collinson’s History of Somerset (1791), ‘the stones in that country resemble the windings of serpents’.

Like the similar but further developed legend of St Hilda of WHITBY (North-East England), this refers to a local profusion of ammonites, fossilised shells of cephalopods that are distant ancestors of the Pearly Nautilus. Their distinctive coiled form reminded the ancient Greeks and Romans of rams’ horns, sacred to the god Jupiter Ammon, and they were known in Latin as cornu Ammonis, ‘horns of Ammon’, from which the English name ammonites is derived. Their shape also suggested curled-up serpents, hence the name ‘snakestones’, and they were used by the Greeks as a remedy for snakebite.

In Britain they were thought to relieve muscular pain, as were many other fossil remains of shellfish from the primordial seas. Belemnites, an extinct group related to cuttlefish, left behind their internal shells, like daggers with the hilts broken off, which were widely known as ‘thunderbolts’, supposed to have been darts thrown from heaven during storms, and prized as cures for rheumatism and sore eyes. Fossilised sharks’ teeth, known as ‘tongue-stones’, were considered effective against cramp and rheumatism (see WHITSTABLE, South-East England), and the ‘Devil’s toenail’, a fossil oyster, was used against arthritis. The logic behind this folk medicine is a form of sympathetic magic, the clenched pain of cramp and other ills being thought of as transferable to the stony amulet.

KYNANCE COVE, CORNWALL

The Witch of Fraddam

One of the most powerful sorceresses of the West Country was the Witch of Fraddam. Her arch-enemy was the lord of Pengerswick Castle, who had learned his magic in eastern lands and had thwarted her spells many times. Determined to destroy him, she raised the Devil by her incantations and promised him her soul in return for his help. The site she chose for her spells was Kynance Cove, a wild and craggy place, with one prominent rock pierced by a cavern known as the Devil’s Throat from the rumbling noise it made in stormy weather.

The Devil was not sure of his power over the Enchanter of Pengerswick, who was said to have potent sorcery at his command, but he played along, telling the witch that the Enchanter’s mare must drink poisoned water, so that she would throw her rider. Pengerswick himself must be drenched ‘with some hell-broth, brewed in the blackest night, under the most evil aspects of the stars’, and would then be under the hag’s control for ever.

During the wildest storms, the witch rode over the moors and mountains collecting her deadly ingredients. At length all was ready, and one dark night she set her tub of deadly water and her crock of deadlier potion in a lane where she knew Pengerswick must pass. Soon horse and rider approached, but when the mare saw the tub she snorted and her eyes flashed fire. The Enchanter whispered in the mare’s ear and she bucked, sending the tub flying. The tub knocked over the crock, the crock struck the witch’s legs, and she fell into the tub, which at once assumed the shape of a coffin. Raising his voice, the Enchanter uttered words in an unknown language, and a whirlwind arose, with the Devil in its midst. The witch in her coffin rose high into the air and the crock followed them, while the Enchanter laughed: ‘She is settled till the day of doom!’

According to her legend as recorded by Robert Hunt in Popular Romances of the West of England (1865), the Witch of Fraddam still floats along the Cornish coast in her coffin, the crock bobbing behind, and she still works mischief, stirring the sea up with her ladle and broom till the waves are mountain high and foam flies from their crests. The Enchanter of Pengerswick, however, retains his power over her: he has only to stand on his tower and blow three blasts on his trumpet to bring her peacefully to shore.

LAND’S END, CORNWALL

The drowned land of Lyonnesse

Tales of drowned places – churches, cities, even continents – are almost universal. The oldest example, in the Sumerian Epic of Gilgamesh, dates from around 2000 BCE, while in the Old Testament story of Noah’s Ark, a cataclysmic flood wiped out the world, and classical legend tells how Deucalion and his wife Pyrrha were the sole survivors of a deluge sent by Zeus to punish mankind. In the fourth century BCE, Plato wrote of ATLANTIS, a fabulous empire engulfed by the waters.

Medieval tales tend to be more localised, telling of the encroachment of the sea upon coastal towns and fields, and many such tales from along the shores of Britain and Brittany have a factual basis, for here indeed the water has eaten at the land, and not only in the distant past. One quite recent example is given in Miss M. A. Courtney’s Cornish Feasts and Folk-Lore (1890), where she records that no trace remained above the waves of some fields east of Newlyn, Cornwall, on which cricket had been played in living memory.
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The realm of Lyonnesse, it was said, once stretched west of Land’s End, but in the distant past the sea rose to cover it.



A Breton legend, current in various forms since the twelfth century, tells how Ker-Is, a great city off the coast of France, was drowned when the king’s daughter treacherously opened the sluices and let in the sea. Of all its inhabitants, only the king himself escaped, outriding the rushing waves on his horse. By the fifteenth century, the tale had crossed to the other side of the Channel, and it became commonly reported that a great tract of country between Land’s End and the Scilly Isles had been submerged. As in the French version, it was said that one man alone had been preserved, his white steed galloping fast enough to save its master from the rising tide; here the survivor was named as Trevilian. In support of the story, the arms of the Trevilians (later Trevelyans) were cited, showing a horse’s head emerging from waves – a heraldic motif that appears on other coats of arms, and is less fancifully explained as symbolising the right of certain families to claim salvage from a wreck if they could ride on horseback into the water and touch the goods with their lance (see ISLE OF SHEPPEY, South-East England).

In the late sixteenth century, the undersea territory west of Cornwall became identified as ‘Lyonnesse’, home of the knight Tristan who fell fatally in love with his uncle’s wife Isolde or Iseult, a tale linked to the Arthurian cycle. By the nineteenth century, detailed narratives were in circulation locating King Arthur’s final battle with the rebel army of Mordred off Land’s End, and concluding with a devastating tidal wave. An account in H. J. Whitfield’s Scilly and Its Legends (1852) tells how Arthur’s followers were fleeing from Mordred’s troops when they saw between themselves and the advancing forces the gigantic ghost of Merlin. Mordred himself sensed an oppressive change in the atmosphere, and saw the phantom wizard raise his arm, at which the earth began to quake and the sea to rise.

At evening there was nought from what was then first termed the Land’s-end, to St Martin’s head, but a howling and boiling wilderness of waves, bearing here and there upon its bosom a fragment from the perished world beneath or a corse tossed upon the billows, over which sea birds wheeled and screamed.

See also CARDIGAN BAY (Wales).

LIHOU, CHANNEL ISLANDS

Fishermen salute the rocks

On the tiny island of Lihou there once stood a chapel dedicated to the Virgin Mary. By the seventeenth century there was little of it left except the steeple, which continued to be saluted by sailors lowering their topsail as they passed.

This was explained as a religious observance in honour of the Virgin, but the custom may be more pagan than that. In Guernsey Folk Lore (1903), Edgar MacCulloch notes that there are other rocks around the Channel Islands ‘which the fishermen are in the habit of saluting without being able to give any reason why they do so’. Jersey fishermen, for instance, used to row around a rock known as Le Cheval Guillaume, in St John’s Bay, every Midsummer Eve, a practice noted by several twentieth-century writers without any further explanation.

Another rock honoured by the Guernsey mariners was Le Petit Bon-Homme Andriou (‘Andriou the little fellow’) in Moulin Huet Bay, a figure which looks rather like an old man wrapped in a monk
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