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For the women who stood at harbour walls and watched the water for news that never came.
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Preface

The Water That Remembers
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There is a particular quality of light on the North Sea in late October, when the summer has entirely surrendered and the dark is coming back in earnest. The water turns the colour of pewter, or of old iron, or of the sky before snow, and the horizon line loses its definition so that the sea and the air seem to become a single cold substance. Boats out in the grey become small and precarious. The shore feels less like solid ground and more like the edge of something, the last margin before an immensity that has no concern for human life. Caithness on such a morning is a stripped and serious country, and the fishing villages tucked into its cliff sheltered coves feel like places where people have learned, over a very long time, to negotiate with something much larger than themselves.

People have lived against that water for thousands of years. They built their houses close to the harbours, close enough to hear the boats grinding on the stones at night, close enough that spray from the heaviest storms reached their walls and left salt crystals on the window glass. They sent their fathers and sons and brothers out onto that grey immensity before dawn and stood on the shore waiting for the sails to come back. When the sails did not come back, the women walked down to the water and looked at it, because there was nothing else to look at. The sea had taken someone. The sea kept what it took. In the parish records of northeast Scotland's fishing communities, the deaths by drowning accumulate across the centuries with a regularity that speaks of a society permanently at the edge of its own survival, permanently negotiating terms with something that made no concessions and offered no guarantees.

The North Sea, stretching from the Shetland Islands south through the shipping lanes and herring grounds to the coasts of England, the Netherlands, and Germany, is one of the most worked bodies of water in the world. It is also one of the most feared. Generations of fishing communities along the Scottish east coast, from Caithness and Sutherland down through Moray and Aberdeenshire, and out across the island chains of Orkney and Shetland, built their entire spiritual architecture around the fact of the sea's power. Their omens, their prayers, their taboos, their witch beliefs, their ghost stories, and their protective charms were all forms of attention. They were ways of paying careful, meticulous, respectful notice to a world that could kill you without warning and without apology.

This book is about that spiritual architecture. It is about the belief systems that grew up in fishing villages and coastal farmsteads and island communities along the haunted northern rim of Scotland, where the weather comes from the west and the north and the northeast, where storms can arrive in hours and seas can build to heights that swallow boats whole, where fog sits on the water for days and the world seems to contract to a small damp radius around the nearest lamp. It is about sea witches and storm raisers and the women accused of turning weather to murder. It is about the fisher taboos so complex and so deeply ingrained that they governed everything from how a man walked to the harbour in the morning to what words he was permitted to say at sea. It is about spirits, the great seasonal powers of Orcadian tradition, the shape changing creatures of island mythology, the drowned men who came back in bad dreams and sea mist, the ghost ships sighted before disasters, and the second sight visions that visited certain families like a terrible inherited gift.

It is also about the sea itself. About what it means to live beside something that enormous and that indifferent. About the kind of knowledge that grows from years of watching water, reading sky, judging wind, feeling the particular ache in old joints that predicts rain. Coastal communities across the Scottish north developed a literacy of the sea that was immensely practical and also, in the deepest sense, spiritual. The two could never be fully separated. The man who could read a cloud formation was also the man who knew which words to say before he crossed the threshold of his house. The woman who understood tides was also the woman who could recite the charm against drowning. Knowledge and belief interpenetrated. Risk demanded both. And the people who navigated that dual literacy most successfully were, in many cases, the most respected and the most feared members of their communities.

The northern Scottish coast is not a single unified culture, and this book takes care to respect its variety. Caithness and Sutherland carry their own histories, their own Norse inheritances, their own patterns of belief that distinguish them from the fishing communities further south. The Moray Firth communities, around towns like Buckie, Findochty, Portgordon, and Cullen, developed some of the most elaborate and well documented fisherfolk taboo systems in Britain, taboo systems that were recorded in enough detail by nineteenth and twentieth century collectors to give us a clear picture of their scope and internal logic. Aberdeenshire brought its own traditions and its own records of witchcraft suspicion, its own landscape of stone and sea. Orkney and Shetland stand somewhat apart, shaped by centuries of Norse settlement and a mythology that reaches back to Scandinavia even as it became thoroughly island and Scottish over time. The Minch and the Outer Hebrides belong to a different conversation, though the Blue Men of the Minch are too singular, too compelling, and too connected to the wider story of Scottish sea spirits to be left out entirely. Where these traditions intersect, this book explores the overlap. Where they diverge, it respects the divergence, because the flattening of local particularity into a single generic Scottish folk tradition is one of the persistent failures of popular writing about this subject.

The sea does not care about human divisions. It does not observe the difference between Norse settler and Gaelic fisherman, between parish minister and village cunning woman, between king and deckhand. The omens it sends are for everyone. The storms it raises kill without distinction. The ghosts it produces haunt without regard for status. That democracy of danger is part of what made coastal belief so powerful and so durable. When the same risks apply to everyone, the same rituals tend to follow, and the traditions of the Scottish north coast, for all their local variety, share deep structural similarities that reflect the shared experience of living beside a sea that was equally capable of generosity and annihilation.

This book is a work of historical and folkloric nonfiction. It draws on witchcraft trial records, antiquarian collections, scholarly studies of Scottish coastal belief, Orcadian and Shetlandic folklore archives, Norse saga literature, and the broader field of maritime history. Where it moves into interpretation, it tries to be clear about the nature of that interpretation. Where it presents folklore and legend, it presents them as exactly that: the products of human imagination working on human fear, extraordinary stories that tell the truth about the people who told them. The sea witches of the Scottish trials were real women who lived and died in real communities. The taboos of the Moray Firth fishermen were real practices that governed real lives. The Finfolk of Orcadian tradition were real imaginative creations that served real psychological and social functions. This book takes all of them seriously, and seriously means attending to what they actually were.

There is something specific about the atmosphere of the Scottish north coast that generates this kind of writing, that demands it. The landscape itself has a quality of heightened reality, a sharpness of edge, an exposure to elements that has no equivalent in softer places. When you stand on the clifftop at Duncansby Head, the northeastern tip of mainland Scotland, and watch the tide races running through the Pentland Firth toward Orkney, when you feel the wind that comes off those grey racing waters and understand in your body what it means to be a fisherman who had to cross that stretch in an open boat in weather that was always uncertain, you understand why the people who lived here needed more than pragmatics. They needed the sea to be a world that could be addressed, appealed to, placated, and sometimes bargained with. This book is an attempt to understand that need from the inside.

The North Sea is a grimoire. It has been recording its lessons in storm surge and fog bank, in wreck and rescue, in salt erosion and tidal shift, for as long as human beings have been foolish and brave enough to sail it. This book is an attempt to read some of those lessons, and to hear some of the voices that the water, in its cold and patient way, has always remembered.
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Introduction

The Haunted Sea Road
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In the spring of 1588, a ship called the Blessing of Burntisland set out from the Scottish coast and vanished. It was not an unusual event. Ships vanished regularly from Scottish waters in the sixteenth century, taken by storms or navigation errors or the particular ferocity of the North Sea in the months when the weather was unsettled and the light was uncertain. What made the disappearance of the Blessing matter, in a way that most maritime losses did not, was that the ship had been carrying goods belonging to the royal household, and its loss coincided with a period of intense royal anxiety about witchcraft, about enemies, and about the fidelity of the elements themselves. When a ship carrying royal property sank, someone had to be responsible. When the sea turned dangerous around a king, something beyond weather had to be at work.

That impulse, the impulse to find intention in disaster, to identify a human cause for a natural catastrophe, to discover the witch or the enemy or the cursed man whose presence had invited catastrophe, was not unique to the Scottish court. It ran through fishing communities along the entire northern coast like a salt vein. When a boat went down and the bodies came back to shore, the village grieved, but it also began, quietly and carefully, to wonder. Who had been seen speaking oddly near the harbour the day before the boat sailed? What animal had crossed the fisherman's path that morning? What word had been spoken at the wrong moment by the wrong person? The grief and the wondering were inseparable. They were both ways of insisting that the world was purposeful, that loss meant something, that the sea was an indifferent body of water that killed people because that was what large bodies of water sometimes did.

This book takes that insistence seriously. The omens and taboos and witch fears and ghost lore of Scotland's northern coast were not mistakes or delusions. They were, in the fullest sense, a knowledge system. A way of managing extraordinary risk in communities where death was always close and the sea was always present. A way of holding grief. A way of distributing blame. A way of giving communities something to do in the face of dangers they could not control. And, in many cases, a way of encoding real practical knowledge about weather and sea conditions and human behaviour into memorable, transmissible, culturally powerful form. The student of folk belief who approaches these traditions with condescension, who reaches too quickly for the comforting diagnosis of prescientific credulity, misses the most interesting thing about them: their precision. They are not random. They are not ignorant. They are extraordinarily attentive.

The northern Scottish seaways are the primary setting of this book. That term covers a range of distinct but connected bodies of water, each with its own character and its own history. The North Sea proper runs along the east coast of Scotland from the Border country north through the Firth of Forth and the Moray Firth to the Pentland Firth, that notoriously violent stretch of water between Caithness and Orkney where two seas meet and the tidal races run at dangerous speeds. The Pentland Firth is one of the most feared passages in Scottish waters, and its folklore reflects that fear in the density of its spirit traditions, its ghost lore, and its cautionary tales. North of the Pentland Firth lie Orkney and Shetland, islands whose maritime culture is inseparable from their centuries of Norse settlement and whose folklore carries strong Scandinavian strands alongside the Scots inheritance. To the northwest, the Minch separates the Scottish mainland and the Inner Hebrides from the Outer Hebrides, and it is in the Minch that the Blue Men of Scottish sea legend are said to patrol their cold domain. This book moves through all of these waters, noting carefully where local tradition differs and where the currents of belief run together.

The historical period covered here is broad. The core of the material dates from roughly the late medieval period through the eighteenth century, the centuries during which belief in witchcraft, second sight, spirit encounters, and protective ritual was most intensely documented in Scottish sources. But much of the folklore existed in oral tradition long before anyone wrote it down, and some of it persisted, in modified or secularised form, well into the twentieth century. The fisherfolk taboos documented by scholars like Peter Anson and James Napier in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were not antiquarian curiosities. They were living practices, observed by living people in living communities. When Anson visited the fishing villages of Banffshire and Moray in the early decades of the twentieth century and found men who would still not speak certain words at sea, who still carried pieces of cold iron aboard their boats, who still knew the names of the unlucky encounters that required countermeasures before departure, he was not discovering the fossilised remains of a dead tradition. He was watching a tradition that had adapted and persisted through industrialisation, through the introduction of powered vessels, through the upheavals of two world wars, because it served needs that more modern forms of knowledge and practice had not displaced.

Scottish witchcraft scholarship has made enormous strides since the pioneering work of Christina Larner in the 1980s. The Survey of Scottish Witchcraft, a major research project based at the University of Edinburgh, catalogued more than three thousand witchcraft cases from Scottish records between 1563 and 1736. Of those cases, a significant proportion involved accusations connected with the sea, with weather, with the cursing of boats or fishermen, and with the kind of malefice that coastal communities most feared. Sea witchcraft was not a marginal concern in Scottish witchcraft belief. It was central to it, shaped by the particular anxieties of communities whose lives depended on weather and whose dead were taken by water. The North Berwick trials of 1590 and 1591, which will occupy a full chapter of this book, brought sea witchcraft to the attention of a king and ensured that the association of witches with storm raising and maritime malefice became a permanent feature of the Scottish popular imagination.

The Norse dimension of this story is not incidental. Orkney and Shetland passed from Norwegian to Scottish sovereignty in 1468 and 1469, through a pawning arrangement that was never redeemed, but the cultural legacy of Norse settlement ran far deeper than political borders. The Norn language, a form of Norse, survived in Shetland into the eighteenth century. Norse legal customs and land tenure arrangements persisted in both island groups for centuries. And Norse belief, refracted through centuries of Christian overlay, island isolation, and gradual cultural synthesis, fed directly into the distinctive mythology of trows and Finfolk and sea spirits that is one of the great contributions of Orkney and Shetland to British folklore. The Viking presence on these islands was not a historical episode that ended with the Norse kings. It shaped the imaginative life of the islands permanently, and the sea creatures of Orcadian tradition carry their Norse origins visibly in their names, their attributes, and their behaviour.

The maritime world that generated all of this belief was a world of extraordinary hardship and precariousness. The herring fisheries of the North Sea were, in the nineteenth century, among the most economically significant industries in Britain, employing tens of thousands of fishermen and the women who gutted, salted, and packed the fish at the quayside. But the conditions under which that industry operated were brutal. Open boats, unpredictable weather, no reliable forecasting, no radio, no modern navigation equipment. Fishing communities lost men in numbers that would be considered catastrophic by modern standards. The Eyemouth disaster of 1881, when a sudden storm caught a large fleet off the Berwickshire coast, killed one hundred and eighty-nine men in a single day, nearly the entire adult male population of several villages. At Ferryden, near Montrose, a storm in October 1875 drowned seventeen men from a single community in a single night. The Peterhead fleet lost dozens of vessels and hundreds of men in the storms of the 1840s alone. These were not isolated tragedies. They were the recurrent catastrophes of an industry that accepted extreme mortality as a condition of existence and generated spiritual and ritual practices adequate to that acceptance.

Against that background of accumulated loss, the belief systems described in this book become comprehensible in a way that patronising accounts of peasant superstition can never quite achieve. The woman who pressed a piece of cold iron into her husband's hand before he walked to the harbour was doing something real. The charm she said over the boat's bow was a form of care, of attention, of love expressed in the only language that the situation offered. The taboos against saying certain words at sea, the prohibitions on bringing certain objects aboard, the rituals for cleansing a vessel after a bad voyage, the prayers said at the threshold of a fishing house on the morning of a departure: all of these were small acts of resistance against an enormous indifference. They were the human answer to the sea's silence. They were what people did when they had done everything that practical skill could do and the outcome was still uncertain, when the boat was seaworthy and the crew experienced and the weather as good as it was likely to get, and still the voyage might end in disaster because the North Sea was the North Sea and the North Sea did as it pleased.

This book moves through the haunted northern waters in an order that travels from the broad to the particular and back again. It begins with the sea itself, establishing the physical and historical world from which all the belief sprang. It moves through fisherfolk taboos and the complex social mechanics of fisher superstition. It examines sea witchcraft and the terror of weather magic, culminating in the extraordinary North Berwick witch trials, which brought Scottish sea witchcraft to the attention of a king and left a permanent mark on the national imagination. It explores the material culture of protection: salt and iron and smoke and the saining traditions that blessed boats and bodies and homes. It examines the strange world of knots and rope and wind selling. It crosses the Minch to meet the Blue Men, those violent and poetic storm spirits who challenged sailors to verbal contests and drowned the ones who failed. It enters the Orcadian mythological world, where the Sea Mither and her adversary Teran enacted the drama of the seasons in the water itself.

The later chapters move through shipwreck and haunting, through the ghost ships and death omens and second sight traditions of the northern coast. They examine lighthouse lore and the mythology of coastal warning and coastal failure. They consider the drowned: how communities imagined the fate of those the sea kept, how grief was managed and the dead were mourned in communities where bodies often did not return. They close with the grimoire itself: the sea as a text that coastal people read continuously and that yielded, to those with the patience and courage to read it, a kind of dark and particular wisdom. The chapters do not constitute a seamless narrative. They are, rather, a series of deep approaches to a central subject, each coming at the haunted water from a different angle and finding different things in it. The reader who finishes the book will not have exhausted the subject. Nobody exhausts the North Sea.

The northern sea has been called many things. It has been called the German Sea, the German Ocean, the Scottish Sea, the Pictish Sea, the Viking road, the whale road, the whale's way. The kenning from Old Norse poetry, the whale road, is as good a description as any: a road made of cold salt water that goes everywhere and belongs to no one, where the largest creatures on earth move in darkness below the keels of human ships and where the wind comes from directions that have no names except the cardinal points of a compass. This book walks that road carefully, in the full knowledge that the water remembers everything and forgives nothing.
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Chapter One

The Grey Kingdom of the North Sea
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A Sea of Work and Warning

Stand at the harbourhead of Wick on a November morning, when the wind is driving from the northeast and the water in the harbour is a dark and choppy grey, and you will understand something about the North Sea that no history book can quite convey. It is cold with a directness that settles into the bones within minutes of exposure. It is rough with a violence that seems personal and intentional, that seems aimed. It is, in some quality that defies easy articulation, relentless. The water moves because it cannot stop moving. The wind blows because that is what the wind does in these latitudes, and it operates without human concession. The light, when there is light, is pale and provisional, always on the edge of withdrawal. There is nothing comfortable here, and there never has been. The communities that built themselves along this coast chose it entirely for its fish. They chose it because the sea was full of fish, and fish meant survival, and survival was the primary project of human life in this part of Scotland for longer than written memory extends.

The North Sea occupies a shallow basin between the British Isles and the continental mainland, roughly eight hundred kilometres long and six hundred kilometres wide at its broadest point. Its average depth is around ninety metres, shallow enough by oceanic standards that storms can churn it into a chaos of confused, steep swells that experienced sailors have always found more dangerous than the deep Atlantic. The waves in a North Sea storm do not roll in long, predictable sets. They pile up from multiple directions simultaneously, short and steep and breaking at the top in a way that overwhelms small vessels before the crew can respond. The water temperature along the Scottish coast rarely rises above twelve or thirteen degrees Celsius even in summer. In winter it drops to four or five degrees, and a man overboard in winter had minutes, not hours, before the cold claimed him. The tidal ranges are variable and in some channels extreme. The Pentland Firth, the narrow strait between the northern tip of Caithness and the southern shore of Orkney, runs tidal races of up to sixteen knots during spring tides, creating standing waves and whirlpools that have wrecked ships from the Viking age to the twentieth century. The sound the Pentland Firth makes during a spring tide in heavy weather is audible from shore, a sustained roar that carries across the landscape and announces itself to anyone who has ears for danger.

This was the working environment of the fishing communities spread along the Scottish east and north coast. Communities at Wick and Thurso in Caithness, at Helmsdale and Brora on the Sutherland shore, at Burghead and Lossiemouth and Findhorn on the Moray Firth, at Buckie and Portknockie and Cullen and Findochty in Banffshire, at Fraserburgh and Peterhead on the Aberdeenshire granite coast, and at dozens of smaller villages clustered wherever a natural harbour or a sheltered shingle beach offered even minimal protection for hauled up boats. The geography of these settlements was shaped entirely by the sea's demands. Houses were built as close to the water as possible because the men who fished needed to reach their boats quickly in the predawn dark, and because the women who processed the fish needed to be at the harbour the moment the catch arrived. The streets of fishing towns like Wick and Fraserburgh ran perpendicular to the shore so that the sea wind could blow clean through them and dry the nets hung between buildings. Even the architectural logic of the communities was a response to the sea's requirements.

Farther north, across the Pentland Firth, the fishing communities of Orkney worked the waters around the island group, while in Shetland, sixty miles further north still, fishing was so central to the economy that for centuries the island's landlords organised their entire system of land tenure around the obligation of tenants to fish. The haaf fishery, from the Norse word for deep sea, sent Shetland men out in open six oared boats called sixareens to fish the deep water grounds many miles from shore. The sixareen was a direct descendant of the Viking longship in its construction principles, low and flexible and fast in open water, and the men who rowed it were fishing in conditions that would have been recognisable to their Norse ancestors a thousand years earlier. When the weather turned bad during a haaf fishing expedition, the boats had two choices: run before the wind and hope to make a shore, or lie offshore and ride out the storm in open sea with no shelter, no engine, and no means of communication with the land. Many did not survive the choice. The haaf fishery's casualty rate across the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries represents one of the bleakest accumulations of human loss in Scottish history.

The fish that sustained these communities were primarily herring and white fish, principally cod and haddock. The herring fisheries of the North Sea were among the most productive in the world, and the seasonal migration of the herring shoals dictated the rhythms of coastal life in ways that shaped culture, architecture, social organisation, and belief. The great herring fishing season ran from roughly June to September, when the shoals moved south along the Scottish coast and enormous fleets of fishing boats, joined by hired gutting crews who followed the fish from port to port, worked day and night in conditions that varied from dangerous to catastrophic. In the mid nineteenth century, Wick became the largest herring port in the world, processing hundreds of thousands of barrels of fish each year. The harbour was so crowded with boats during the season that local newspapers reported men walking from one side of the harbour to the other on the decks of vessels moored gunwale to gunwale. For six weeks every summer, Wick was one of the most densely inhabited places in Scotland.

The economic importance of the herring fishery was matched by its violence. The boats that pursued the herring shoals were open or lightly decked vessels with limited stability in bad weather, and the North Sea provided bad weather with a frequency that made every season a gamble. In the summer of 1848, a single gale on the Moray Firth destroyed over a hundred boats and killed more than a hundred men in a matter of hours. In 1881, the Eyemouth disaster killed a hundred and eighty-nine men in a single morning. These were the catastrophes large enough to be named and commemorated, the disasters that entered local memory so deeply that their anniversaries were still observed generations later. Behind them lay the continuous accumulation of smaller losses: the boat that went out and did not come back, the crew of four or five men lost without witnesses, the vessel that simply vanished between one port and the next, no trace recovered, no explanation available. The parish registers of fishing communities along the northeast coast record drowning deaths with a regularity that is numbing in its persistence. Father, son, brother, husband: the same families appear again and again across the generations, offering up their men to the same water, in the same season, in the same boats.

Against this background of continuous attrition, the spiritual life of the fishing communities was inseparable from practical life. The omens watched before departure, the words forbidden at sea, the rituals performed at the threshold of the harbour, the prayers said over the nets: these were not ornamental additions to a practical fishing economy. They were part of the economy itself, as functional as a good knot or a sound hull. The small communities of Banffshire and Moray, from villages like Portknockie, Findochty, and Portgordon, became famous in the nineteenth century not only for their fishing industry but for the elaborateness of their superstitious belief. It was in these communities that collectors like Peter Anson and Walter Gregor documented some of the most detailed fisherfolk taboo systems in Britain, traditions that had clearly been passed down through many generations before anyone thought to write them down. The small scale of these villages, their relative isolation from wider Scottish economic culture, their tightly knit kinship networks, and their particular exposure to the dangers of inshore fishing in the Moray Firth all contributed to the survival of belief traditions that in more economically integrated communities had been diluted or suppressed. What Anson found when he visited these villages in the early twentieth century was not folk memory but living practice, observed with the seriousness that the sea demands of everything it touches.

Weather as Fate

The weather was not a background condition in the lives of Scottish fishing communities. It was the primary fact of existence, the variable upon which all other variables depended, the single most important piece of information available to anyone who wanted to stay alive. A fisherman who read the weather correctly and chose not to sail on a day
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