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I dedicate this book to you

Dear Katharine Law, who always knew

How best to cheer and bear me through

An author’s toils;

And to say true,

She cheered and helped the artist too.




CONTENTS

Foreword

Introduction

The Dictionary of Fairies

Bibliography




This book was originally written by Katharine Briggs and published in 1979 with the title Abbey Lubbers, Banshees and Boggarts: A Who’s Who of Fairies. The text for the edition is unchanged, except for the corrections of any errors and the addition of a new foreword. Any references to “this century” therefore reference the twentieth century. The spelling of some words may vary from today’s common usage.

The stories in these pages are, by turn, weird, wonderful, mysterious, charming and – sometimes – a little uncanny, as all the finest folk and fairytales are. They can be enjoyed by children and adults alike, but parents may want to read themselves first, before sharing.
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FOREWORD

Katharine Briggs was the best guide to the supernatural world, because she was in many ways a creature of that world herself: a shape-shifter, an uncanny, unpredictable giver of gifts and performer of wonders.

She was linked to my family by decades of friendship. A college contemporary of my grandmother’s, she became an essential part of my mother’s life, and stood godmother to my sister Katie. Although she died before I was old enough to know her well, I’m sure it was her influence which took me into folklore studies, and it was certainly her example that encouraged me to join The Folklore Society, of which she had been an outstanding President.

She combined creativity and scholarship with great generosity and warmth. Certainly a wizard, possibly a witch, she had two familiars, otherwise known as Siamese cats, Roland and Oliver, who are inseparable from my memories of her. So is the Barn House, her beautiful ghost-ridden Cotswold home, where one firelit evening I listened to her perform “The Strange Visitor”. It’s the story of a lonely woman: “A wife was sitting at her reel one night, and still she sat, and still she span, and still she wished for company…” Her wish is granted when a skeleton appears, bone by bone, from the feet to the skull. Katharine’s voice was softly ominous, until she reached the terrifying end: “And what do you come for?” “FOR YOU!” It gave me nightmares for years.

She seemed old to me, though she can only have been in her seventies. She and my grandmother were fellow students at Lady Margaret Hall, Oxford, where they were among the first women allowed to take a degree. “Wouldn’t it be awful,” she said in those days, “if we never became famous?” Later, when my grandmother’s twins were growing up, the two children became part of The Summer Players, a theatre company run by Katharine and her sisters Winnie and Elspeth, touring Scotland with performances of ballads and folk stories. In the 1970s, Katharine revived the tradition in Burford, Oxfordshire, and recruited a new generation of children including my brother and sister and me.

Katharine directed us in folksong and mime, and took part herself in Thackeray’s The Rose and the Ring, playing Prince Bulbo in a notable red wig, and in The Tempest as Prospero, an appropriate role, though it was a tricky production. Her memory for lines had become erratic, but her ability to improvise blank verse was faultless. Alonso came off stage after the first night saying with awe, “Not a word of Shakespeare the whole evening!”

All this, of course, was background to her career of research and writing. She had found the fame she’d hoped for, with the epic Dictionary of British Folk-Tales to her credit, and many other books. Her Perthshire childhood had made her familiar with the richly sinister Scottish tradition, and her later studies embraced the range of the British Isles, bringing history and literature together with living tradition in a colourful web that caught the attention of both scholars and general readers. Her letters show her in international correspondence with people eager to tell her of their own experience and ideas. Her vision met a need for a landscape more extensive, more enchanted than the troubled everyday, and it still does.

Briggs was an imaginative and artful author of novels as well as non-fiction. Her children’s books Hobberdy Dick and Kate Crackernuts are moving, funny, unsettling reworkings of tradition flavoured by her compassion, humour and dramatic voice, qualities that infuse all her writing. She enjoyed the grisly as well as the entrancing sides of her stories: “Our ancestors were less sensitive about frightening children than we are, and regarded fear as an essential part of a child’s education,” she remarked in Folk Tales of Britain: Narratives, and clearly agreed with them. She had a great deal of time for other creators of fantasy fiction, Tolkien in particular, and her work has inspired more recent magicians such as Philip Pullman. An important part of her legacy is to have brought a vast repertoire of plots and characters together, from all kinds of old and sometimes forgotten sources, for later artists to rework into their own narratives.

The present book is an adaptation of her longer Dictionary of Fairies, with fewer but sometimes more extensive entries. She would have been delighted to have it illustrated by such a talented artist as Fee Greening: Briggs had a strong feeling for pictures as well as words, understanding the variation in portrayal of fairies through the centuries as a reflection of changing belief.

Her sheer relish for her subject is communicated to almost every reader, though there have been exceptions: her patient secretary once confided to my mother, “I hate folklore.” My brother, on the other hand, like me, remembers her as “a spellbinding storyteller”. She had a powerful effect on everyone who came in contact with her, and what struck people immediately was not only her authoritative intellect, but her personality: convivial, sociable, ready for friendship with any human, any animal, and any fairy too.

Her great gift, I’d say, is her rapport with her subject. She often seems not so much a commentator on fairy lore as a part of it. Like a hostess at some outlandish party, she makes introductions, promotes conversation and intimacy, invites guests to tell their best stories. Her intuitive sense of the supernatural, and her ability to share that sense, made Katharine Briggs a kind of ambassador to Fairyland, an interpreter between worlds; that is what she remains.

SOPHIA KINGSHILL

2025

Hon. Secretary, The Folklore Society
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INTRODUCTION

This book is a shortened form of A Dictionary of Fairies (published in the U.S.A. as An Encyclopedia of Fairies). There are fewer articles but some of them are longer than those in the Dictionary, because there are more anecdotes and tales about the fairies in this book than in the earlier one. If you want to know something about the people who researched into fairy beliefs, or about the opinions held about them by the folklorists, or by the country people who really believed in fairies, you will have to look in the Dictionary of Fairies.

The Fairies of these Islands are of all kinds. There are good and bad. (In Scotland these are called the “Seelie Court” and the “Unseelie Court”.) There are the big and the little, the beautiful and the ugly, the trooping fairies and the solitary fairies. Some of them only look beautiful by glamour – that is the magical power by which fairies can make humans see what they want them to see by a kind of optical illusion – but they are thin and wizened to anyone whose eyes have been opened by rubbing them with fairy ointment. Even the appearance of fairy food and fairy houses is sometimes changed by this power. According to the old beliefs there were quite a lot of things one had to be careful about if one met even a good fairy. For instance, the passage of time was different in Fairyland, and people who thought they had been dancing in a fairy ring for about half an hour would find when they got out that a year had passed, or it might even be two hundred years. If they ate food in Fairyland they might never be able to get out at all, because they had become fairies themselves. The kind fairies would often give mortals precious gifts but if people told about the gifts they would disappear. Fairies, too, would sometimes work for mortals and help them in all sorts of ways; but if they were watched or spied upon they would go away and never come back. They were secret people.

In old days nearly all country people believed in fairies and thought it wise to be very cautious about offending even the good ones. Against the bad ones they used every kind of charm and protection they could devise; holy things, a cross and a Bible or even a page of Scripture, holy water and a piece of bread because the fairies were pagans, and iron, particularly a knife or a pair of scissors, for the fairies came from the Stone Age. And there were certain trees and plants that were a protection against them: rowan – that is, mountain ash – and ash trees and St John’s wort and verbena and a four-leaved clover. Then the fairies could not cross southward-flowing water and evil fairies were put to flight if one knelt down and prayed, as little Gerda did in “The Snow Queen”. You will find many of these protections used in this book and you will see that one could make mistakes even with the good fairies; but, though they were frightened, people were fond of them and loved them and their merry ways, and many well-known dances and airs are said to have been learned from listening outside the fairy hills. The Londonderry Air is one which most people know.

The fairies on their side seem to have been dependent on humans. They needed human nurses and doctors to help in the birth of their children. Their own food too was not very nourishing, and they had to take the goodness out of human food, or actually steal it. They may have felt that they had a right to it, for they were fertility spirits who made the corn spring and fruits set and ripen, and they brought the flowers out of their buds and gave them their bright colours. There are some people who still believe this, but for the most part when we say, “That’s not a real fairy story”, we mean that it is not one that was ever really believed; it was just made up as a pretty fancy. There were a good many stories of that kind made up at the beginning of this century, and they had no solidity about them, but those that were made up by people who had heard the old stories told by countrymen, or who had studied the subject seriously, like George Macdonald or Professor Tolkien, are very different. The stories told by this kind of writer have a sense of reality about them, as if they gave your mind something to bite on.

Some of these fairy beliefs are very old, and we find good stories about them in the medieval chronicles, written down by the monks as early as the twelfth century. One of these is the story of King Herla, which you will find in this book, and which tells of the different rate of time in Fairyland. Another is about a bogey-beast called the Grant, and there is one about a little boy called Elidor who was playing truant from school and was taken by some kind little fairies into a Fairyland under a waterfall, where he came and went freely until he stole a golden ball to show to his mother, and after that he never found his way back. Years after, when he had become a priest, he would tell all about the Fairyland, and the little dogs and horses they had, and he was deeply grieved to think how ungrateful he had been to the kind little people.

At the end of this book there is a short list of books in which the originals of the tales I tell are to be found, including a few which tell us more about fairy beliefs.

I hope that you will enjoy the book, and perhaps become a folklorist, collect stories for yourself, and tell them to other people.

KATHARINE BRIGGS

1979

Note: Every now and then in the articles you will find a fairy’s name written all in capitals. This means that there is an article about that fairy, and you will find it in its proper alphabetical position if you want to read more about it.
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ABBEY LUBBER
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ABBEY LUBBER

In the later days of the monasteries, about the fifteenth century, when people generally believed that the monks had become worldly, lazy and corrupt, tales were told of abbey lubbers, minor devils who came where the monks were greedy and drunken and given to all sorts of jollity instead of praying and good works. Abbey lubbers feasted in the cellars and the kitchens and tempted the monks to all kinds of evil. A famous one was Friar Rush, about whom a chapbook was written. He was unmasked and driven out by the Prior, and after various adventures became a Will o’ the Wisp. The monks were so shocked by what had happened that they reformed themselves and led virtuous lives ever afterwards, so Friar Rush had done good instead of evil, which must have been a disappointment to him. Tales were told too about the BUTTERY SPIRIT, who haunted inns where the innkeeper was dishonest and ate up all his profits. In the Highlands of Scotland in the nineteenth century they still believed that evil spirits only had power over goods that were accepted unthankfully, or dishonestly got, so this belief was probably held in England and indeed in the whole of Europe, in the Middle Ages.

See also: BUTTERY SPIRIT

AIKEN DRUM

Aiken Drum is best known as the subject of a nonsensical Scottish Nursery Rhyme:

There cam’ a man to oor toun,

To oor toun, to oor toun

There cam’ a man to oor toun,

An’ his name was Aiken Drum.

He wore all kinds of eatable clothes, a hat of cream cheese, a coat of roast beef and buttons of penny loaves, but there was a Border poet, William Nicholson, who gave the name of Aiken Drum to the BROWNIE who haunted Blednoch Farm, and he wore no clothes at all except a coat of rushes. This Aiken Drum, like many other brownies, was driven away by a gift of clothing:

For a new-made wife, fu’ o’ rippish freaks,

Fond o’ a’ things feat for the first five weeks,

Laid a mouldy pair o’ her ain man’s breeks

 By the brose o’ Aiken-drum.

Let the learned decide when they convene,

What spell was him and the breeks between;

For frae that day forth he was nae mair seen,

 And sair missed was Aiken-drum!

See also: BROWNIE

AINSEL

The story of Ainsel comes from Northumberland, but variations of it can be found in all kinds of places, beginning with the story of Ulysses and the Giant Polyphemus. A widow and her little boy lived in a cottage near Rothley. The boy always hated going to bed early, and one night he was so lively that his mother went to bed herself and left him still at play. She warned him that the fairies would carry him off if he sat up too late, but he only laughed, so she blew out her candle and left him to play by the light of the fire. After a little while a lovely little fairy girl came floating down the chimney. “What do they call you?” said the little boy, enraptured. “Ainsel,” said the little fairy; “what do they call you?” “I’m my ainsel” – that’s myself – “too,” said the boy, and they began to play together merrily. Presently the fire burned low, and the boy stirred it up in such a hurry that a cinder flew out and burned Ainsel’s foot. At that she set up such shrieking that the boy was quite frightened and hid behind the wood-pile. Not an instant too soon, for with a great rumbling an rushing an old fierce fairy came down the chimney. “What ails ye, my hen?” she cried. “I’m brent, manny, I’m brent!” said the wee thing. “Who brent ye?” said the mother fairy. “I’ll sort him.” “My ainsel.” “Your ainsel!” said the old fairy. “What call have ye to make such a cry about it? Away up with ye!” and she kicked little Ainsel up the chimney in front of her. The boy made one leap into the bed beside his mother and covered his head with the bedclothes. It was many a night before he sat up late again.
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APPLE-TREE MAN

In Somerset the oldest apple-tree in the orchard was called “the Apple-Tree Man”, and it seems that the spirit of the orchard was supposed to live in it. Years ago, when Ruth Tongue was at school, she heard a story about the Apple-Tree Man, and she recorded it for The Folktales of England in 1963. In this story the elder brother was the good character and the younger brother was the bad one. It is about Christmas Eve, when old people thought that beasts could talk and the ox and the ass were sure to do so. This is the tale:

There was once a hard-working chap who was the eldest of a long family, so he’d been out in the world working to keep himself since he was a lad of twelve, and his father had almost forgotten about him. But when all the rest had gone into the world the youngest had stayed in the farm, petted and cossetted, and his father thought the world of him, and when he died he left everything in the youngest son’s hands as used to be the custom in those parts. Well the youngest doled out bits and pieces of things to all the family, but when it came to the eldest he only gave him an old ox that was worn to a skeleton and his Dad’s old donkey that was dear knows how many years old, and he let him rent his Dad’s old tumble-down cottage that he had lived in with his grandfather, with a few old, ancient apple trees standing round it, and he looked to have that rent paid for on the dot too.

Well, the elder brother never grumbled, but he











[image: ]







Praise for Katharine Briggs

“When it comes to the world of fairies Katharine Briggs is the greatest authority by many a league, and this is the finest guide ever written.”

PHILIP PULLMAN

“Katharine Briggs is an editor of such surpassing knowledge that one suspects that she may have sources among witches, ghosts and fairies.”

DIANE PURKISS

“Katharine Briggs is the surest guide to British folklore in the twentieth century.”

JACK ZIPES

“Katharine Briggs is the magic mirror on the wall. Ask her what you will…”

RICHARD ADAMS
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