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Foreword

THE CoTswo:Ds, running through the eastern part of Gloucester-
shire and overlapping into the nearby counties, lack administrative
unity but are an area of marked economic, social and cultural iden-
tity. Uplands averaging 600 to 700 feet, their name indicates earlier
afforestation, though sheep-tearing and quarrying brought the
wealth which later shaped the district’s character, with its wool-
trading towns and stone buildings. The old forest survives only in
Wychwood. i

Wychwood Forest lies in the Oxfordshire Cotswolds, the corner
of the county where Katharine Briggs herself lives. At Burford,
her home for many years, she works in her lovely house, surrounded
by an extensive folklore library. Her literary output, spread over
forty years, has included poetry, plays and fiction, as well as her
outstanding books on folklore. A Dictionary of British Folk-Tales
(1970-1), a definitive work of reference comprising four large
volumes, was the result of ten years solid research and has been
internationally acclaimed. This was her seventh major work on
folklore and now, in her 76th year, she has followed it with The
Last of the Astrologers and the present volume.

I had the honour and pleasure of editing the Festschrift published
on her 75th birthday (T'he Witch Figure; 1973) and the Apprecia-
tion contributed by Ruth Michaelis-Jena pointed to ‘the world
Katharine Briggs is concerned with, and to which she has intro-
duced so many so successfully.” Writing of her myself, six years
earlier, I referred to ‘a lightness of touch unusual in eminent
scholars.” Dr Briggs herself said, during a radio interview following
publication of the Festschrift: ‘Scholars didn’t take folklore
seriously because there has been a lot of very infetior writing on
the subject’, and, endorsing Peter Opie’s view, she described
folklore as ‘ the Cinderella of all the sciences.’ '

It is a historical coincidence that, over 200 years ago, Maria
Edgeworth was born only a few miles from Burford. Percy Newby
wrote of Miss Edgeworth’s * dignified and shrewd peasantry ’, and
Katharine Briggs, whose own fictional works often draw on folk-
loric material, shows a similar unwavering respect for her subject
matter. Rackrent Castle inspired the Waverley novels, and Scott
mentions Maria Edgeworth in his 1814 postscript. ‘These in turn,
as Professor Dorson neatly puts it, ‘sired books of tradition’, and



when folklore grew into a serious study later in the same century,
*books of tradition’ became the norm. By contrast, Katharine
Briggs, especially in her books on the 17th century, s+ applied her
erudition and literary skill to demonstrating the breadth of our
subject, and that folklore is not a fossil irrelevant to everyday
life.

In fact, folklore is an element of our cultural unity, the social
structure of which the folklorist himself forms part, and his own
role within which he must fully understand if he is to function
effectively. A nice story exists of Scott’s informant, Mrs Murray
Keith, when he disclaimed misuse of her stories: * What, d’ye think
that I dinna ken my ain groats among other folk’s kail?* was her
comment. But the folklorist must realise that the kail, too, is
important. Oddly enough, urban lore, at one time held in some
contempt, received eatly recognition when Scott’s friend, Robert
Chambets, published his Traditions of Edinburgh (1824). Con-
siderable but spasmodic publication of available folklore material
has occurred since, and in the 19th century, or even later, much of
the collecting was done by local gentry, clergymen, doctors and the
like. These categories have either dwindled in importance or,
through changing times, possess neither the leisure nor the influence
to make them privileged collectors. Yet, as Dr Briggs pointed out
in her recent broadcast, their work is not negligible: they are
*people who are known and trusted and who will be told much
more real things than somebody coming from outside.’

In this swift changing period, folklore, as a living force,
develops at an accelerated pace. Its new aspects must be recorded
and studied but, with scarcely over a century of serious collecting
behind us, the rungs of cultural life provided by disappearing, ot
even remoulded, folk traditions risk being overlooked. The Rand-
wick Wap Modernised (pages 183-6) differs from the Wap
described by Hone, quoting an informant of 1827, not merely
because minor details have changed. The whole psychological
content has altered, just as the 1827 Wap varied in its essential
psychology from those of éarlier eras. Hence the description of a
custom within any given context, in its various aspects, is as valuable
as the factual details.

London University Venetia Newall
June 1974.
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1 General Survey of
the Cotswolds

THE COTSWOLDS ARE AN OUTCROP of that long spine of oolitic
limestone that runs from Somerset up to Yorkshire, changing in
colour and character from place to place. They cover a part of
several counties: Oxfordshire, Gloucestershire, a little way into
Warwickshire and an upthrust into Northamptonshire, The exact
boundaries are not easy to fix, but they may be said to fade away
very near to Burford on the south and to Edgehill on the north-
west, to Daventry and Brackley on the north-east, jutting out
further west to the escatpment which slopes sharply to the Glou-
cester Plain at Wootton-sub-Edge and to Worcestershire at Broad-
way. In Neolithic times roads and pathways avoided the swampy,
wooded lowlands and followed the lines of the hills, therefore the
Cotswolds show signs of very early habitation, with ancient track-
ways running across and many menhirs, dolmens and barrows
scattered about, with the famous citcle of the Rollright Stones,
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more primitive in design than Stonehenge and with many legends
clustering around it. These uplands were not however bare, like
the chalky slopes of the Berkshire Downs, but covered in places
by great forests. Wychwood was the eldest of these and the chief
of them. It originally covered a great area and gave successive
shelter to conquered peoples and tribes. It was so influential in the
life and tradition of the Cotswolds that it deserves a chapter to
itself. Round the outer borders of the forest are prehistoric earth-
works and tombs which bear witness to its early habitation. There
are round barrows near Asthall, Brize’s Lodge, Chadlington,
Ditchley, Enstone, Kiddington, Langley, Leafield, Sarsden,
Shipton-under-Wychwood, Spelsbury, Swinbrook and Wootton.
And this is only to cite a restricted area. In the same area there are
squate earthworks and the long Iron-Age fortification of Grim's
Ditch, of which five lengths remain between Charlbury and Wood-
stock. On the western escarpment overhanging the Gloucester Plain
and the Bristol Channel there is a long string of Neolithic and
Iron-Age forts, mounds and burial chambers. Some of the more
impressive are Hetty Pegler’s Tump, near Uley, Nan Tow’s Tump
at Didmarton, the fine, multivallate hillfort at Sodbury and the
Bulwarks at Minchinhampton. The traditions that have arisen about
these remnants of long-past cultures are naturally of much later
date than the artefacts for which they endeavour to account. Even
the name * Grimsditch’ is unlikely to be earlier than Saxon times
"for *Grim’ was a name for Odin and this Iron-Age fortification
probably ‘pre-dated the Romans. Nan Tow’s Tump at Didmarton
is traditionally supposed to be the burial place of a witch, Nan
Tow, who was buried standing upright inside it, and the Enstone
Hoar Stone is said locally to mark the grave of an imaginary
General Hoar, killed in the Civil War. ‘ Hoar Stone’ is however
a common name for a standing stone in the Cotswold area. Some
archaeologists suppose the word to be *War Stone’, a plausible
conjecture, since the initial *w’ and the initial ‘'h’ are both
omitted in the Cotswold dialect. It is spoken of as an ‘oar stone’.
Evidence given by Mr Abbott, a septuagenarian of Fulwell, near
Enstone, on 27 Aptil 1973 made no claim for so late a date as the
Civil War. He merely called it * A long time ago; I couldn’t say
how long.’ He recorded an interesting tradition that the body was
brought along Dead Man’s Ride by a man, a horse and a dog. Dead
Man’s Ride is an indistinctly marked track which may have origin-
ally been part of Grim's Ditch, a short length of which appears
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in a line with the track west of Ditchley. A ghost tradition is
attached to this and Mr Abbott himself claimed to have seen two
men going along Dead Man’s Ride and passing straight through
the wire-netting fence. His dogs crouched and bristled and would
not move till the ghosts had passed. It may be remarked that Mr
Abbott, pointing out a large slab of stone lying undressed in the
disused quarry, called it “an oar stone’, so that possibly the word
only means a large, undressed stone.

The Tingle Stone at the long barrow near Avening is one of
the moving stones, like the Somerset Wimble Stone. It is said
to run round the field when it hears the church clock strike mid-
night. This of course can be taken in two ways.

The fullest traditional stories are appropriately told about the
most impressive of the Cotswold monuments, the Rollright Stones.
These consist of an upshaped circle, of roughly the same diameter
as Stonehenge with a tall dolmen on the other side of the ancient
trackway about 50 yards to the west, called the King-Stone, and the
remains of a long barrow, called the Whispering Knights, about a
quarter of a mile to the east. Faint traces of many sepulchral
monuments are found in the district, so that the 'whole area seems
to have been a kind of rough Stonehenge. The Rollright Stones
were described by Camden in the sixteenth century, by Robert
Plot in the seventeenth and by Sheldon and Stukeley in the
eighteenth but the fullest account of the traditions surrounding
them is given by A. J. Evans in The Folklore Journal of 1895.
According to the legend the king was at the head of an invading
army. He had heard a prophecy that if he could see Long Compton
he would be king of all England. Long Compton lay in the
Warwickshire valley just below him. He left his army encamped
and a group of malcontent knights whispering traitorously at a little
distance and strode up the slope to the top of the ride. He had
almost reached it when he met a witch, presumably from Long
Compton, which was famous for them till almost the present day.
She chanted out to him:

Seven long strides thou shalt take,

And if Long Compton thou can see,
King of England thou shalt be.

The king iengthened his stride, shouting exultantly:
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Stick, stock, stone!
As King of England I shall be known!

As he took the seventh stride a long barrow of earth rose up in
front of him and the witch sang out:

As Long Compton thou canst not see
King of England thou shalt not be.

Rise up stick, and stand still, stone

For King of England thou shalt be none;
Thou and thy men boar stones shall be
And I myself an eldern tree.

All were at once transformed, but the transformation was not
complete. One day they say the spell will be broken and the king
and his army will set out afresh to conquer England. In the mean-
time the Whispering Knights go down the hill at midnight to drink
. from the spring in Little Rollright spinney. Opinions differ as to
whether they go down every night or only on certain holy days. At
midnight too, it is said that the stones of the circle come to life for
a momert and dance round in the air. The king is also said, like
the Tingle Stone, to go down to drink the water ‘ when he hears
the church clock strike midnight’. As for the elder witch, she has
been variously located, as one tree dies and another grows up. It is
also said that at midsummer when she is in flower she will bleed
if she is cut. On Midsummer Eve people formed a ting round the
King-Stone while one man cut the eldern witch. As she bled the
King-Stone moved his head. All elders are supposed to be witches
or fairy trees and to bleed if they are cut.

The dancing festivities with cakes and ale described by Stukeley
were probably held on Midsummer Eve. Girls used to go one by one
up to the Knights to listen to them whispering in hopes of divining
their own fate. The fairies were said to dance round the King Stone,
coming out of a hole near. An old man, Will Hughes, who was
recently dead when Evans wrote, claimed to have seen them and
his widow, Betsy Hughes, knew the hole and used as a child to put
a stone over it to keep the fairies underground. Chips from the King
Stone were considered lucky and travellers liked to carty them but
it was thought dangerous to move the stones; anyone who did so
was forced by the consequent ill-luck to restore them. A later
tradition was that it was impossible to count the stones. A baker who



