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Preface


[image: ]


England was not always the country it became. Before the railway carved open the moors, before the gas lamp drove back the village dark, before the printed sermon and the school inspector and the new respectability arrived in places that had managed without them for centuries, England was a country crowded with things that had no business being there. They waited in barns and under bridges and at crossroads after dark. They moved along the lanes that connected one small place to another. They knocked under the floorboards of cottages, called out across the water meadows, and stood at the edges of firelight where the shadows gathered and the names grew difficult.

This book grew from that world. More precisely, it grew from a Victorian pamphleteer's attempt to preserve it.

Michael Aislabie Denham was a merchant and antiquary who spent the middle decades of the nineteenth century collecting the folklore of northern England with a patience bordering on obsession. He was not a famous man. He did not produce grand theoretical works or lecture at learned societies. What he produced was a long series of printed pamphlets, assembled in the 1840s and 1850s, gathering together the oral traditions, seasonal customs, charm sayings, weather rhymes, and supernatural beliefs of the rural north before the century finished erasing them. The Folklore Society reprinted these pamphlets in two volumes in 1892 and 1895, giving them the name by which they are now known: the Denham Tracts.

In those volumes, buried among harvest customs and weather sayings and notes on old games, there is a list. It runs for several pages. It is a catalogue of the beings and things and presences that inhabited the mental world of English folk belief, gathered from oral sources, from memory, from older printed collections, from conversations with people who had grown up hearing these names spoken as living warnings rather than as curiosities. The list contains boggarts and bogles, black dogs and barguests, corpse lights and death hearses, redcaps and rawheads, brownies and hobs, knockers and mine spirits, water things and fire things and nameless shapes for which no good description survives. Some entries come with brief notes. Many come with nothing but the name.

Reading that list for the first time produces a particular feeling. It is not quite nostalgia, since most of the entries are frankly frightening. It is closer to the sensation of standing in a house that has been emptied of its furniture and realising, from the marks on the walls and the worn patches in the floors, that a great deal of complicated life was once lived here. The list is evidence of a mental world. A country that needed all these names for all these things was a country that imagined itself surrounded, watched, threatened, and sustained by forces it could not see clearly but absolutely could not afford to ignore.

That England is mostly gone now. What this book attempts is a serious and sustained walk through it.

The chapters that follow are not a dictionary and they are not a catalogue. They are an attempt to understand what each group of beings meant, what they answered in the lives of the people who feared them, where they came from, why they lasted, and why eventually they faded. The Denham list is the spine of the book, but the book reaches outward from it into regional traditions, older sources, the history of witchcraft belief, the landscape of English farming and mining and coastal life, and the long, slow story of how a haunted country talked itself out of its own fears.

The supernatural is easy to sneer at. It is also easy to romanticise. This book attempts neither. The people who believed in boggarts were not stupid. The people who nailed a dried horse's head under the hearthstone were not primitive. They were doing what people in any era do when they face what they cannot control: they were building a system. It was a practical system. It explained the dying calf and the spoiled milk and the child who stopped speaking and the light seen moving over the marsh where no one should have been walking. It told you what you owed the beings around you, what the world expected of you, and what happened to those who forgot their obligations.

England did not simply stop believing. It changed the language it used for fear. That is the story this book tells, from the first strange name on Denham's list to the last.
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In the autumn of 1849, Michael Aislabie Denham printed, at his own expense and in a very small edition, a pamphlet on the customs and sayings of the rural north. It was not the first such pamphlet he had produced, nor would it be the last. Over a period of roughly twenty years, beginning in the early 1840s, he generated a steady flow of these small publications: gathered sayings, collected rhymes, notes on local practice, observations on seasonal ritual, and lists, always lists, of the things people said and did and remembered and feared in the villages and farms and small market towns of County Durham and the surrounding country.

Denham was born in 1801 in Northumberland and spent most of his working life as a merchant in the market town of Piercebridge in County Durham. He was, by any ordinary measure, a successful provincial businessman. He was also, from a fairly early age, someone who paid serious attention to what the people around him were saying and believing and remembering. He joined the British Archaeological Association and the Antiquarian Society. He corresponded with other collectors. He read what had been written about English folklore and found it insufficient. And so he went about filling the gap himself, in the methodical, slightly solitary way of a man who has decided on a task and means to see it done.

The pamphlets he produced across those two decades were eventually brought together, after his death in 1859, into a collection that the Folklore Society reprinted in two volumes in 1892 and 1895. These volumes are the Denham Tracts. They are not, by any standard, easy reading. The material is dense and digressive. Denham moves between subjects with the comfortable confidence of a man who assumes his readers share all his interests. There are long sections on proverbs and weather sayings that sit beside abrupt catalogues of supernatural beings. There are notes on old games and records of harvest customs and observations on the names of fields. The whole thing has the feel of a very well-stocked country house that was never quite put in order. And buried inside it, running across several pages of closely printed text, is the list.

It begins, in the 1895 reprint, with the familiar figures: fairies, fays, brownies, elves. Then it continues. Boggarts. Bogles. Brags. Barguests. Black dogs. Padfoots. Shucks. Gytrashes. Dobbies. Hobs. Knockers. Redcaps. Rawheads. Corpse lights. Fetches. Fire-drakes. Spunks. Will-o'-the-wisps. Nixies. Nickers. Peg Powler. And on and on, for pages, through names that are entirely familiar and names that appear nowhere else in the folklore record, through beings with rich traditions and beings that are nothing but a word that someone, somewhere, once used for something they had seen or feared.

Denham did not invent this list alone. He was working from his own collections but also from the earlier lists compiled by Reginald Scot in his Discoverie of Witchcraft, published in 1584. Scot, writing with the primary purpose of debunking witch belief, had included a catalogue of the beings that nurses and mothers used to frighten children into good behaviour, and that adults used to explain the inexplicable. Denham expanded that list dramatically, adding the specifically northern and regional creatures that Scot had not known or had not thought worth recording, and the result is something considerably larger and stranger than either of its sources.

The Denham list is remarkable not for any single entry but for its sheer density of the thing. Reading it is like looking at an old map drawn before the empty spaces were filled with here be dragons by a cartographer who had run out of courage. This map has no empty spaces. Every parish had something. Every lonely road had a name for what walked it. Every dangerous place, from the mine shaft to the river crossing to the churchyard gate, had a being or a presences or a warning assigned to it. The supernatural in the England preserved by Denham's tracts was not a matter of occasional ghost stories told at Christmas. It was a continuous, practical, densely populated feature of daily life.

Understanding why requires understanding what this landscape looked like and how people moved through it. Rural England before industrialisation was dark in ways that are genuinely difficult to imagine now. The dark was, of course, the absence of artificial light, but it was something more than that. It was a functional feature of daily existence. People rose before dawn, worked until dusk, and then retired to candle-lit interiors that left most of the available space in shadow. They travelled roads that had no lighting of any kind. They worked in mines where the only light was carried in by the workers themselves. They crossed water meadows and moorland and managed woodland by a combination of familiarity and caution, and the margin between familiarity and caution was occupied, in the folk imagination, by things.

The beings in the Denham Tracts are not decorations on this landscape. They are functional inhabitants of it. The boggart in the barn is not a piece of quaint rural charm. It is an explanation for the cow that sickened, the milk that curdled, the tool that was where no one had left it, the strange sound in the night that no one could account for. The black dog on the road is something more than a frightening story. It is a warning about roads walked alone after dark, about the dangers of the moor edge, about the particular vulnerability of the traveller who has no company and no light and no name for what is waiting. The corpse light floating over the marsh is not a supernatural luxury. It is a way of thinking about death, about the proximity of death to ordinary life, about the way that grief announces itself before it arrives.

Each of these beings answered a need. That is the argument this book makes, and it is the argument that the Denham list supports, if you read it not as a list of curiosities but as a record of problems and the solutions people found for them. The problem of dark roads. The problem of dangerous work. The problem of illness with no diagnosis. The problem of bad luck with no cause. The problem of grief with no warning. The problem of a world that offered very little information about what was coming and required constant practical navigation of it. Supernatural belief was the system built to handle all of this. It was not a failure of intelligence. It was an achievement of it.

This book works through the major categories of that belief in sequence. It begins with the list itself, with the strange cultural object that Denham assembled and what it tells us about the tradition it was trying to preserve. It then moves through the creatures and beings and signs and omens in roughly the order of their importance to daily life: the domestic beings first, then the road and field beings, then death omens, then the violent figures used to warn children and explain dangerous places, then household spirits, fairies, witches, underground beings, water things, strange lights, older races, the full calendar of omens and charms, and finally the long story of how all of this was forgotten, or rather, of how it was translated into something else.

The Denham Tracts are a Victorian document, assembled by a Victorian merchant with Victorian assumptions about preservation and classification. But the material they contain is much older. Some of it is very old indeed. What Denham was doing, with his pamphlets and his lists, was the same thing that his informants had been doing for generations before him: trying to hold on to something that was slipping away. This book is, in its own way, doing the same thing. The names in Denham's list are the last traces of a whole way of inhabiting the world. Reading them carefully, and trying to understand what they meant to the people who used them, is one of the few ways of getting that world back, even partially, even temporarily.

England was once full of things. This book goes looking for them.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
?)60 I L% e e C\

ENGLAND'S
FORGOTTEN

ONSTE

1 J - STRANGE BEINGS, SPIRITS, OMENS, -
Ij Nha WITCHES, AND FOLK BELIEFS
s —- from the <—

g DENHAM TRACTS

THE LOST FOLKLORE AND SUPERNATURAL
TRADITIONS OF RURAL ENGLAND

N » Ll
E&N -~ AMY MULVANEY

>






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





