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Chapter 6

Heads and tales:

Archaic heads and the oral tradition

“...the image of the human head appears to stand for a kind of gatekeeper of the threshold, or

even a guide to, the otherworld regions. The motif therefore also offers a clue to the pagan and
superstitious conception of where the otherworld may be contacted. At such points we may

also expect to encounter, as we do, folklore relating to witches, fairies and other cross-
boundary beings, hauntings or paranormal phenomena...”

John Billingsley.'
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6.1. Introduction

This chapter discusses and attempts to categorise the many stories and traditions associated with

carved stone heads recorded by the fieldwork for the present research, primarily 1n northern
England. Some of these stories have been sampled from secondary sources such as the Sidney
Jackson collection and other published matenals, but the majority are current oral tradition and
personal experience narratives collected during fieldwork. It will become immediately obvious
that there is a bias towards stories from the Peak District, as this was the primary area for
fieldwork as part of the case study for this research presented in Chapter S. In the collection
wl;ich follows, oral traditions are placed in the context of evidence from further afield in the
British Isles and elswhere which is necessary to show the universality of the belief in the
apotropaic and guardian functions of the head in architectural and other folklore contexts. This
collection forms a representative sample of the extant oral traditions surrounding stone heads in
Britain, which are remarkably consistent in their distribution, context and construction of story
type.

This and the subsequent chapters contain the majority of the fieldwork evidence collected during
the course of this study, and both are presented in the form of a structured gazetteer of stories.
When collating head traditions a rough framework was constructed to categorise them in order
to find common threads and themes running through the material. Following this framework,
the material used in this chapter has been broken into three categories or classes of story type,
each containing a number of sub-classes or sub-categories. Within the categories and sub-
categories stories are listed alphabetically by geographical location. Each category has its own

explanatory preamble to place the stories 1n context.

6.2. Context and background

."‘_)

Archaeological and ethnological evidence suggests thé'hﬁfﬁah head was a sacred symbol in the
religion of many human societies since the earliest times. Rather than being confined to one
geographical area, or culture, the veneration of the head as the source of supernatural power,
oracular wisdom and fertility can be found among societies across the world at different levels

of development, discussed in Chapter 8. In Western Europe, magical heads with oracular
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powers which preside at Otherworld feasts, bring luck or provide protection against evil appear

in the earhiest wnitten stories of Ireland. Parallel traditions can be found in northern Europe, and

in the Greek and wider Indo-European tradition discussed by Joseph Nagy.? Thompson’s

Motif Index of Folk Literature lists a number of universal motifs describing magical and
oracular heads, demonstrating how this type of story is not confined to Western Europe, as the

emphasis on the “Celtic cult of the head” might suggest.> Thompson’s list of motifs include folk
traditions describing heads of slain enemies displayed or placed on stakes, piled up after battle

or brandished to intimidate enemies. He also lists more than seventy supernatural motifs
associated with heads, many of which can be found in Britain, including stories about severed
heads continuing to speak or prophesy after death, avenging wrong from the world of the dead,
returning home after they moved and moving from place to place. The archaic themes which

connect these stories are the belief that the head contains the soul and is the boundary or mode
of communication between this world and the Otherworld.

Stories about heads or skulls with magical powers have been traced and documentated both in
historical and contemporary contexts from within the head-hunting tribes of Africa, Asia and
elsewhere and through the archaeological and mythological evidence from civilisations such as
those of the Maya and Aztec of Central and South America.* Examined in the li ght of this
worldwide context, the examples of contemporary oral tradition and personal experience
narrative I have collected in the field demonstrate how representations of heads in a number of
mediums, whether “Celtic,” early medieval or modern, continue to retain an aura of mystery in
the present day and generate stories and tradition from generation to generation. Nagy,
paraphrasing Levi-Strauss has used the term bricolage to define the process whereby the

contemporary past “continually fuses with the cultural forces encountered in the relative

present.”® This process produces a new synthesis “that represents a society’s choices of terms

with which to express itself to itself.”® Moreover, the stories and narratives I have collected

form a distinct contrast to the motifs listed by Thompson, as he was looking specifically at folk
tales or “once upon a time” stories, rather than the personal experiences and folkore I have
collected. In particular, my fieldwork has discovered how two particular manifestations of

heads, either in the form of preserved human skulls or carved representations of human heads

carved in stone, form a. specific collection around which a rich collection of belief and tradition

has appeared and continues to evolve.
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Surveys like those of Jackson and Billingsley in West Yorkshire’” and Petch in northwest

England® have revealed how hundreds of examples of carved heads exist today performing a

traditional role in the architecture of Pennine farmhouses and barns, where they are positioned
in protective positions above doorways and entrances, beside window mouldings and guarding

gable ends. In local tradition they are magical charms, performing a parallel function to the
rowan sprigs and horseshoes in similar contexts elsewhere, intentionally placed to protect the

household from malevolent supernatural forces. In North Yorkshire and Ireland tradition

associates some of them directly with protective ancestral spirits, “aud man’s face” being a

descriptive phrase for heads used in one Yorkshire dale.” In other areas, for example in the
High Peak region of Derbyshire, local belief directly identifies the archaic faces with “the Old
Ones” another name for the shadowy Celtic deities and spirits themselves.” The carvings

which depict two, three and four-faces or are associated with pillars or phallic images provide

another example of protective or apotropaic function, and invite comparisons to the Graeco-

Roman herms which also guarded boundaries and roadways.

John Billingsley listed ten specific locations where heads are found, both natural or artificial, in
the landscape, and defined these as places which can be understood “as boundaries, either in
relation to space or human life.”"" The list includes: caves and pits; wells, springs, lakes and
rivers; boundary and perimeter sites; bridges; gateways; doorways; windows; roof edges;
weaponry; vessels, urns, cauldrons, pots, etc. In addition to these major categories, heads are
also associated with chimneys, fireplaces, furniture, church pillar capitals, ancient sites,

emblems of power and quarries. Billingsley’s categories nine and ten have been discussed in the
context of archaeology in Chapter 3. His categories one to eight appear in my own classification
presented in this chapter in a slightly modified form.

In the North British upland pastoral tradition heads had a number of practical functions.
Primarily it seems they had a role as guardians of gateways or thresholds whether these may be

physical or non-physical (as in my category 1). Secondly they were used as a charm to protect

against evil, witchcraft or cattle disease (category 2). Heads performing this function are found
above doorways, entrances and windows, in gable ends'? or inside the house positioned in
areas such as the hearth or fireplace which were regarded as “weakspots” requiring magical
protection.” This apotropaic function is further developed in examples where a head has been

created and positioned specifically to exorcise a haunting, in a ritual which draws upon some
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archaic but unwritten local tradition. A good example of this category was recorded in the West

Yorkshire village of Haworth as recently as 1971."* Heads carved and placed in this fashion

provide evidence of the association of the symbol with the world of ghosts, spirits and

witchcraft . As objects of power they could work both in this world and the next.

Other examples had a prophylactic function and were used to promote fertility amongst
livestock, to keep witches or goblins away from farm animals, and prevent foot and mouth

disease from aftlicting the flock. Stone heads positioned above the traditional cattle shippons or

mistals in the Yorkshire Dales are suspected as further examples of this tradition, and there 1s

supporting testimony from local folklore. Examples of this category of heads are found in
Category 6.6.1. in the following section. A number of heads discovered in fieldwalls in the
Peak District noted in Chapter S may have performed a similar function as charms, guarding and
protecting livestock in the field. Still more are recorded standing sentinel in the masonry of
bridges, or are found in or near liminal locations such as those associated with holy wells and
springs, a placing which maintains their function as guardians of boundaries both physical and

spiritual. This type of head is listed in Categories 6.5.3-6.5.5.

6.3. Heads baleful and benign in folk traditions

When we move into the province of belief and tradition, we leave the empirical certainties of
archaeology behind and move into the realms of religion, superstition and psychology.
Throughout history heads have been fashioned in stone, wood, pot and other materials for a

variety of different purposes, all of which had a significance to their creators. The evidence

collected from tradition and ethnology by fieldworkers such as Ralph Merrifield" suggests that
stone heads in particular were carved and used primarily for ritual and superstitious purposes,
even if those motives appear obscure to us today. The way people react or relate to an sculpture
such as a carved archaic stone head is of crucial importance to the understanding of how beliefs
have grown up about their power as supernatural symbols. The stories collected in this chapter
can help to provide clues towards understanding the original purpose for which some examples
at least were created. Reactions to heads vary from individual to individual, and this is
underlined by the wide variety of stories and folklore which surround these artefacts today. The

varied human response has led to the growth of supernatural traditions surrounding heads and
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skulls which has resulted in the substantial collection of material which surivives in the oral

tradition.

Most importantly, it appears to be the physical appearance of the heads themselves which plays
the leading role in the development of the strange stories which grow up around them. Even

natural boulders which through accident bear a striking resemblance to a human face have in
some cases become the focus of belief and tradition.'® The case of the carved stone dubbed “the
Druid’s head” which was unearthed in Bingley, West Yorkshire, in 1985, is one good example
of how a variety of unrelated happenings can become associated with an object like a stone head
once the imagination of a finder begins to work.” Grotesque heads with open mouths, ugly
expressions or with an “evil countenance” often result in reactions of fear or loathing on the part

of those viewing them. Personal experience testimony of this kind is plentiful in the oral

traditions collected for this survey listed in category 3 of the fieldwork survey which follows. 1t
is only a short step from these individual reactions to the evolution of stories concerning ghosts,
poltergeists, “bad luck” and alleged curses associated with the carvings which have been

moved or disturbed from their places of residence.
Fieldworker Alice Smith recorded some typical reactions of residents in the village of Copster

Green, Lancashire, to a “very fine stone head” which was keptina garden rockery. The owner
told her:

“My husband will not have it in the house; it evokes very strong feelings in people - they either
love or hate it. It reflects the character of the person looking at it.”"

The features of the carving may explain some of these reactions.The protruding, slit-like eyes
appear to look at you from every angle, and the expression on the deeply carved mouth appears
to alter, depending on the way the light falls upon it. All stone heads were carved by a human
hand, and it appears possible that some were created to represent warnings or danger as in the
modern symbol of the “skull and crossbones.” Others may have acted as markers to indicate
boundaries or territories, perhaps as skeuomorphic representations of real severed trophy heads
after this practice became outlawed during the Roman occupation. When their usefulness came
to an end, they could have to be buried for fear of the power they might be thought to have

absorbed, a tradition discussed in Chapter 5. For these reasons, it has been su ggested that some

heads were buried face-down and upside-down in subsoil to neutralise any baleful influence




274
with which they were imbued, only to be dug up years later by unsuspecting gardeners. This

kind of tradition was collected from a number of informants in the Peak District of Derbyshire,
and 1s descrnibed in Chapter 5. Anne Ross believes heads may have been buried in rural Ireland

and other areas during the early Christian era and also within comparatively recent times

precisely because of their inherent pagan connotations.”” The age of a head has no obvious
relationship to the reactions it can engender among finders or owners. Heads do not need to

have been carved by imagined bloothirsty Druids or Celtic warriors to cause fear and loathing

among finders in the present day. Jackson recorded a tradition about a head from Todmorden,
West Yorkshire, which was carved by a local youth in the 1960s and placed on the front lawn of
a local teacher; “this lady was so disturbed by the sight of it that she asked her husband to bury
it.”* This might also be the reason behind the burial of a head carved in grotesque style,
christened as “Old Harry” by its owner, who unearthed it at a depth of four feet when a new
tennis court was being made in the 1950s at a school in Pickering, North Yorkshire (see Fig.
23).*' This fourteen inch high foul-looking carving cut from local limestone, has huge bulging
eyes and an ugly, open mouth revealing four widely-spaced teeth. It is easy to imagine this
image as an object of local terror, buried for superstitious reasons.

The deliberate use of images of heads and faces carved with a frightening or scowling visage as
a means of projection against the evil eye or as a method of cursing an enemy is known in the

folk tradition of the north of England, which suggests there may be ancient precedents for this
kind of belief. McCullough describes similar traditions in ancient Greece, and noted how

hideous faces and heads:

“...probably connected with grotesque masks...have everywhere been regarded as an effective

amulet against demoniac powers, or more particularly, the evil eye.”™

In ancient Greece, hideous masks were sometimes worn for apotropaic purposes, and the
Gorgoneion or “Gorgons Face” was a tradition which developed from the myth of Gorgon’s
head cut off by Perseus, which was believed to have enormous powers of destruction.”

Alan Smith notes how as well as being a source of wisdom, in English folk tradition the head
could be used as “a source of destructive power.”* There is also a parallel tradition from

northwest Europe, known as the Nith-stang , or stake of scorn, which was still in use in

Scandinavia as late as the mid-sixteenth century.”® This was a pole surmounted by a the skull of
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a horse or another ritually dedicated animal. Runes were carved upon the stake and the whole

device was set up and turned upon the victims, a ritual illustrated in a German chapbook

published in 1555.* This shows a hag or witch pouring water in her left hand and brandishing

a sword in her right as an assistant bears a head on a pole. An Icelandic saga describes how a
man took a pole, carved a human head at the top, then killed a mare, slit up the body, inserted
the post and set it up with the head looking towards the home of an enemy.” In Egils Saga the

words of a curse uttered are as follows:

“Here I set up the stake of scorn and I turn the scorn against King Erik and Queen Gunhild...I

turn this scorn against the spirits of the land..until they drive King Erik and Queen Gunhild
from the land."®

It is not known if the Nith-stang was known in England, but there are instances from the

middle ages which suggest that animal heads and skulls were sometimes used to effect a curse

or insult against an enemy. Frank Stenton cites one instance from 1255 where poachers cut off
the head of a buck,

“...and put it on a stake in a certain clearing...placing in the mouth ...a certain spindle and they
made the mouth gape at the sun in great contempt of the lord king and his foresters.”™”

Although these examples are sparse in time and space, they demonstrate to some extent how the
power inherent in the head could be utilised for malevolent and destructive purposes.

In areas where there was a native British or Celtic element among the population, it is quite
possible that human heads, both real and carved in stone or other material, could have been used
for broadly similar purposes. In Elizabeth Gaskell’s biography of Emily Bronte, there 1s an
interesting nineteenth century example of a group of malevolent heads set in the walls of a

dwelling house, not in order to protect the inhabitants, but to cause distress to an enemy.

Gaskell noted how the West Yorkshire village of Gomersall:

“...contained a strange-looking cottage built of rough unhewn stones, many of them projecting
considerably, with uncouth heads and grinning faces carved on them; and a stone above the
door was cut in large letters, Spite Hall. It was erected by a man in the village, opposite to the
house of his enemy, who had just finished for himself a good house, commanding a beautiful
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view down the valley, which this hideous building quite shut out.”™

A smilar tradition relates to a cottage known as the Image House on the Whitchurch Road at

Bunbury in Cheshire. Here there were until recently a number of grotesque carved heads built
into the walls of this nineteenth century stone building to function as a curse. These were said to

be images of a squire, sheriff and others who had played a part in sentencing a poacher to
transportation to Tasmania in 1830.> He had been convicted of the murder of a gamekeeper.
Cheshire tradition tells how the poacher managed to escape from a penal colony and returned

home to Bunbury, where he built a house overnight, carving into the walls vengeful images of
the men who had sentenced him. A description of the surviving carvings in the 1960s suggested

those of the judge and squire were “in excellent preservation” in private ownership in Chester.

Two heads, built into wooden pillars in the porch of the house, were said “to look more like the

Celtic stone heads of the Iron Age..[and] may have become attached to the house at a later
date.”
These traditions suggest that the power of heads to act in both the human world and the world

of the spirits could be utilised for a variety of purposes. Heads which in some contexis wWere
carved and placed within the structure of buildings in a ritual to deflect evil away from a
building, could also be used as potent and destructive devices when turned against an encmy.

Examples of both kinds of traditions can be found in the stories drawn from my fieldwork

primarily in the North of England.

6.4. Fieldwork and stone head traditions

The oral traditions which form the bulk of this chapter were recorded during fieldwork for this
study, mainly between 1988 and 1997. They were gathered from a variety of sources, but the
stories included are mainly those for which there is primary testimony in that the evidence of the
major participants has been recorded either in tape transcript or shorthand note. Additional
secondary material, for example in the form of newspaper cuttings or archives such as the

Sidney Jackson survey of stone heads, have been drawn upon where necessary to supplement

and augment the testimony collected in the field.
The method by which material was gathered during the ten years of this study, how it was

gathered and then organised have been described in detail in the Methodology which forms
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Chapter 2, and sources are listed as Appendix 2. Of relevance here is the reasoning behind the

method chosen to organise the material in this chapter. From the outset it became obvious that

the traditions concerning stone heads fell into a relatively small number of broad classes or

categories. It became clear there would be a need to create sub-classes or sub-categories, within

at least three larger groups of stones and traditions.

The three broad categories can be summarised in the following fashion:

Category 1 . These traditions emphasise the guardian tradition and include stories which span
the whole range of protective contexts in which heads are found in the British Isles. Sub-
categories within this grouping include heads as house, land and field guardians and those

which appear in watery contexts protecting bridges and fords, or as part of native shrines at

wells and springs. All the locations discussed within this grouping have highly relevant ancient

parallels from archaeology described in Chapter 3.

Category 2. Includes stories where a head has been fashioned specifically to protect a house or
other building against evil in folk tradition. Evil is primarily defined as a malevolent
supernatural power usually taking the form of spirits, ghosts, fairies or witchcraft. This
category contains sub-categories including both heads used as portable charmstones, and those

which have been specifically positioned within the architecture of a building to “lay” a ghost as

part of a continuing tradition.

Category 3. This is a distinct group of stories which contain a completely different theme which

has more in common with modern urban legends than inherited tradition. The role of the mass
media in the transmission of these tales and duplication of them in new and evolving forms
during the present day is a process which has so far not been the subject of a detailed study. The
majority of these narratives date from the last thirty years, and take the form of direct personal
experiences. As such they form a remarkably consistent group of stories. Here heads are seen
as malevolent to their owners or custodians, seemingly as a result of the chance disturbance or
discovery of their “secret” resting places, a trait which they share to a remarkable degree with
the guardian skull traditions described in Chapter 7. These “cursed heads,” as they have become

known 1n the popular literature, are significant in that they do not follow the standard tradition
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of protecting against evil. Instead they bring the opposite; bad luck and misfortune to their

finders. These heads are accompanied by unpleasant supernatural manifestations and are
generally destructive until they are removed, buried or otherwise exorcised. This body of stories

represents the duality of tradition surrounding heads and the powers they were believed to

represent.

Reducing the gazetteer to its basic constituents, the relevant categories and sub-categories are
listed below:

6.5. CATEGORY 1. Luck-bringing/guardian heads

6.5.1. Stone head as a house guardian.

6.5.2. Stone head as a guardian of a land boundary.
6.5.3 Stone head protects a bridge or ford.

6.5.4. Stone head protects a bridge keystone.
6.5.5. Stone head at a well or spring.

6.6. CATEGORY 2: Apotropaic heads

6.6.1. Stone head as a charm against evil.
6.6.2. Stone head deflects evil from a building.
6.6.3. Stone head protects building from haunting.

6.7. CATEGORY 3: Cursed heads.

6.7.1. Stone head associated with “a presence.”

6.7.2. Stone head brings “a curse.”

These three categories incorporate all the major motifs associated with heads and skulls in the
British folk tradition. The two most important of these are the luck-bringing and evil-averting
properties of heads, which are well attested from a number of contexts. The stories in Category
6.7.2 are unique in my contention, in that they form a new category of direct personal
experience with the paranormal. These are influenced by their transmission via the popular
media, allowing others to replicate the stories in their own locality for different purposes. There

are numerous precedents for the use of baleful or evil heads to summon death and destruction
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upon enemites, but the stories in 6.7.2 are interesting in that they are personal experience

narratives which appear to follow a very traditional style in their construction. Stories involving

“cursed heads” have not hitherto been recorded from the British ghost tradition in earlier
surveys, including those by Briggs, in her Dictionary of British Folk Tales.”> Unlike

“traditional” ghost traditions defined by Gillian Bennett,”® which have no ultimate solid basis

and are products of their form and transmission, the artefacts at the centre of these traditions do

exist and can be examined and photographed even if we cannot use scientific methods to

scrutinise the beliefs or “influences” which are claimed to animate them. Neither do the motifs
which emerge from the data appear to compare directly with any of the folktale motifs listed by
Thompson worldwide or by Baughman in Europe and North America.*® Only Baughman’s
motif type E235.4.5 (b), which relates to the guardian skulls described in Chapter 7 is of a
broadly parallel nature.*® From the data assembled by this research it becomes clear that the
stone head traditions neatly parallel those associated with the skulls, and in some instances it is
impossible to separate the two. Both are centred upon the physical artefacts of belief
themselves, which are discovered, whether dug out of gardens, found in rivers or springs, or
uncovered in walls, and cause a psychological reaction among their human finders. These
reactions in turn lead to the development of beliefs which become part of an oral tradition,
following patterns which are highly traditional in their construction. Questions as to why the
form of the object, in respect of the symbol of the head, is so significant can be accounted for
by reference to the universal belief in the cranium as housing the soul, the seat of reason, and by
its position in British tradition as a means of contact with the world of the dead.

A case could be argued for the geographical clustering of stories in parts of Northern England,
particularly Hadrian’s Wall and the Peak District, but here a collecting bias should be taken into
account as these areas were the focus of my field collection activities. My survey has suggested
that there could be many similar stories from other parts of the British Isles which have never
been recorded outside current oral tradition circulating within local communities, and which may
prove a fruitful line of inquiry for a future fieldwork study. Each of the categories and sub-
categories of stories listed in the gazetteer which follows are preceded by a preamble setting
them in general context. These preambles draw comparisons with the use of human heads 1n
other locations, often widely scattered geographically from northern France to the Channel

Islands, Scotland and the western coast of Ireland, and their distribution is illustrated where
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necessary by reference to the distribution map (Fig. 25 and Fig. 26) contained in Appendix 4.

Within the sub-categories individual testimony is ordered alphabetically, by place of origin.

Where individual details are sparse, as in the case of stone heads used a charms against evil,
cases are treated as one single discussion. During the creation of the sub-categories listed below
the most general category was chosen within which the largest grouping of stories could be
fitted. Inevitably this resulted in some stories overlapping into other categories. For instance, in

Category 6.7.1, those stories concerning heads which are associated with an undefinable
“presence” have been placed in a single category when alternatively it could be argued that all

the stories are prototypes of Category 6.7.2. As these carvings are continually being sold,
moved and discovered by new owners and visitors and written about by researchers such as

myself, the folklore surrounding them is in a continual state of development. Therefore during

the course of the next half century, all these “prototype” cursed heads could develop their own

haunted or cursed traditions, or stories which warn how they should never be removed from

their place of residence. As proof of this continuity, new stories and tales about heads continued

to filter through from informants until the completion of this study during the autumn of 1998.
6.5. Category 1. Luck-bringing/guardian heads

“It appears to be far more than mere coincidence that the carvers working in northern England

during the past three hundred years should have placed their stone heads almost solely in
situations which have such a long and well-established ritual signficance.”

Peter Brears, North Country Folk Art.

The guardian functions inherent in many stone head traditions have their roots in the foundation
deposits and other ritual offerings which are well attested from the archaeological record and
have been discussed in Chapter 3. Ralph Merrifield collected numerous examples from both the
prehistoric and proto-historic periods for both human and animal sacrifices, as ritual deposits
both 1n ditches, ritual shafts, wells and temples.®® These can take the form of rites of
commencement, as in offerings in the foundation of a new building or temple, or a rite of

termination, which could mark the abandoment of the use of a site. They appear to relate to the

belief that sacrifice would provide a spirit guardian for a structure or boundary.” The best
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known examples of foundation deposits date from the pre-Roman Iron Age and relate to the

construction and reconstruction of hillforts such as Maiden Castle in Dorset and Danebury in

Hampshire, discussed in Chapter 3. Others relate to isolated skulls found in ritual shafts and

wells. In this context, Merrifield notes that human skulls are the most convincing evidence:

“...as they are unlikely to be dropped into wells by accident or to be disposed of as rubbish in

the ordinary sense of the word. ™

The motives which lie behind nitual acts such as foundation deposits have connections with both
the Indo-European legends surrounding the heads of heroes and kings which guard fortresses,

castles and temples and the guardian or protective functions associated with stone heads in

surviving tradition in Britain. The stories surrounding guardian skulls discussed in Chapter 7
are just one manifestation of this kind of belief. The single most important example of a
guardian head in the vernacular tradition is that of Bran the Blessed discussed in Chapter 3. The
head of Bran, buried in London to protect the islands from attack, is a British versipn of the
motif whereby the head of a king or hero is buried as a city guardian, a practice known among
the ancient Greeks and suggested by a number of early Irish references. A number of ancient
cities, including Lerna and Rome, had magical talismans, usually the heads of kings, buried in

their foundations or upon boundaries to act as talismans or guardians. Robert Graves describes

how:

“...it was a widespread custom to bury the sacred king's head at the approaches of a city, and
thus protect it against invasion.”*

Alan Smith and Leslie Jones connect these traditiors withtit Jewish legend which describes how
Adam’s head was buried at Golgotha, the place of skulls, “to protect Jerusalem from the
North.™ This kind of legend appears to be universal, as the ethnologist Meslin notes how
decapitation was linked with temple foundation among many African tribes, including the
Kotoko of Chad.® Here we have a collection of archaic practices which provide the roots for

the stories concerning guardian stone heads which are described in the following sub-

categories.
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6.5.1. (Sub-category) Stone head as a house guardian

This 1s a category which has direct parallels with a number of other aspects of head traditions,
the most striking of which are the guardian skulls described in Chapter 7. Basically, these are
stories which suggest that a carved head has become identified so strongly with a building with
which it has become associated that a tradition has grown up suggesting it must not under any

circumstances be removed from the threshold. Often these skulls, or stone heads, as the motif

appears to be interchangeable in many cases, are kept in specially made niches or bricked into

walls to ensure they cannot be removed or disturbed. If this taboo is broken, oral tradition

suggests those responsible will suffer misfortune, bad luck or some other form of supernatural
retribution. Here there are parallels to be drawn with the stories of unexplained phenomena

attached to the stone heads associated with a curse in Category 3b.
The identification of heads with a building can also shade into the interpretation of skulls or
heads as representing a physical embodiment of an ancestor of the family or clan, who provides

what is in effect a guardian spirit of the house and family hearth. This kind of belief can be

found most clearly in the story from Carnac in Brittany where the head represents the animius

loci of the deceased owner of the building it protects. Here again there are direct analogies with
the tradition of foundation deposits and the stories concerning guardian talismans found in

British folk tradition.

Carnac, Brittany

A former Derbyshire resident, John Taylor Broadbent, describes a head he noticed while on

holiday in northwest France in 1996:

“I was staying ot becampsite at Le Pan, which is about four hundred metres from the megalithic

stone rows at Carnac, in Brittany. We had gone for a walk out of the entrance down the road
which leads 1o the alignments and we happened to pass a small cottage. There we saw a carved

stone head standing on a garden wall looking out onto the streets . We saw it and were
fascinated by it because it was very like one of the Brigantian heads but obviously was not an
ancient one.The face was carved in high relief, with an oval face and deep set slot eyes, a
stylised Celtic moustache and a slightly gaping mouth. I was so curious I went and knocked on

the door and the owner, an old lady aged 84, came out. I asked about the head in French and
she said “Oh, it’s my husband.” She then said when they got married and got the cottage

together, he made (carved) this head about sixty years ago and put it on the wall to protect the

1 = T - PR 'Fi-"\.":_"rl "-ql'“_ .
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house. He had died around twenty or thirty years ago... “but he’s there... he’s in the head,

looking after the house.” There are a lot of similar stone heads in Britanny, the one I found was
set on a wall and I was able to find how old it was and what ifs purpose was. From what the

old lady told me it acted as the god of the house, a spirit or head of the family, an ancestor. She
talked about the head and the standing stones as if they were living things. It reminded me of

the heads built into the yeoman houses of West Yorkshire, some of which have seventeenth
century dates carved below them.” “

Chinley, Derbyshire

A stone head is kept on a stone pedestal in a garden at The Nook, Maynestone Road, in

Chinley. There are traces of pink and blue paint on the reverse of the carved face, which has hair

in Roman style similar to the head from Hathersage now in Weston Park Museum, Sheffield.®

The features are basic and the eyes are large, oval and without pupils. The owner, Marjore

Broadhurst, inherited the head from a friend who in turn was given it by an old man who kept it
for many years on a wall at Red Mires nearby. At each location the head has been near streams

or springs of water, as it is at present. The current owners like the head, called Charlie, which

they say “brings good luck and keeps evil spirits away from the house.”

Chisworth, Derbyshire.

A freestanding stone head with clearly cut features, eyes, straight nose, moustache, cheek

“striations” and hair streaked back from the forehead, has been kept with this house for as long

as the owners remember.’” The house is known as Bench Wells, on Glossop Road, at
Chisworth, near Broadbottom. Nine inches high and carved from local sandstone, it was
inherited by the present owner Ken Whiting when his uncle, the former owner of the house,

died in the late 1960s. Mr Whiting said:

“The only thing I know about it is that it is, supposedly, not to be moved [from the house] or
ill tidings will come to pass.”*

Clay Cross, Derbyshire

A nine inch high freestanding stone head carved in local gritstone was found in 1961 in the
rubble remains from an enclosure fieldwall, between a house on Mill Lane and an open farmer’s

field. The head, carved in archaic style, is flat at the front as if carved for insertion in a wall and
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has a protruding neck which forms a base. The owner, Moira Jean, keeps the head in the

rockery and sees 1t as a symbol of good luck, or “a guardian of the house.”*

Old Glossop, Derbyshire
John Taylor Broadbent writes of his childhood memories in Derbyshire from the 1950s:

“The churchyard at Old Glossop was the haunt of the Grey Lady which was widely believed in

by Old Glossopians and communicated enthusiastically to kids. The ultimate childhood macho
test was to explore the attics of the Vicarage at night without a light, or go into the cave in the

Vicarage grounds. The Grey Lady was particularly associated with the Vicarage itself and the
path from the Vicarage to the church. Also in the vicarage grounds were two stone heads which

used to stand on the terrace above the cave...one of these had a “presence” and had a mouth
hole which you could stick a cigarette in. That’s what we did when we were kids when we

were messing about one day. But the gardener went beserk and was absolutely beside
himself...he was very very angry. He called them with some reverence, they were Th’owd uns

and called one of them old Charlie, and he said: “you leave old Charlie alone, he'’s a reet old
Glossopian is Old Charlie, he'’s been here a long time, longer than we have.” He was very

upset about it and saw it as sacrilege. Years later when I went back to look for the heads after
the Vicarage had been renovated I noticed they no longer stood on the terrace and I asked the

vicar’s wife what had become of them. She said, ‘they’re here’ pointing to the wall behind the
vicarage where they had been built and said: ‘they’re rather nice aren’t they’ in a tone which

meant they were quite evil-looking. She said the builders had insisted they should go in the
vicarage wall and were “very insistent” about the point. I had to smile when I found out the

contractors used were a local firm from Hayfield, nearby.”

Whalley, Lancashire
A grotesque stone head was found in the dividing wall between numbers 15 and 16, Church

Street in Whalley village when two old cottages were made into one house in 1973.* About one

foot in height, and made from granite, the head appears to have suffered damage when 1t was

inserted into the wall space. The owner, Mr Bloomfield, said the head was among infilling
between two walls. The houses were built in the early nineteenth century, and the head may date
from that time. Subsequently, the owner built a bar in his cottage and made a niche for the head

to stand 1n. When the property is sold it is in the deeds that George, as the head is called, has to

be left inside the house.*
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6.5.2. (Sub-category) Stone head as a guardian of a land boundary

According to a number of informants, heads are commonly found in parts of the Peak District
and Ireland 1n bogs, fields and bases of walls where it appears that they have been buried at
some point in the past for unknown reasons.Where these heads differ from the examples in the

previous category is the fact that there appears to be no existing tradition attached to their

function. In fact the reasons for their placement are lost to us, and conclusions can only be
reached through inference and reference to parallel traditions recorded elsewhere. The West
Yorkshire survey of stone heads initiated by Sidney Jackson recorded a number of examples of
carved heads which originated in dry moorland fieldwalls. This suggested an ancient origin in
some case as a number of walls in the Yorkshire Pennines had been tentatively dated to the late
Iron Age or Romano-British period.” Field surveys of the same early walls uncovered
numerous examples of Iron Age and Romano-British quernstones which Jackson claimed could
be used to date the carved stone heads found in a similar context. The best known example of a
head in a boundary wall context from West Yorkshire comes from Heaton Woods, Bradford,
and was presented to the Cartwright Hall Museum at the beginning of the survey in 1965 and
has been discussed in Chapter 4. In 1966 and 1967 a number of stone heads came to the
attention of the survey from moorland fieldwalls in the Todmorden region of West Yorkshire.

The first recorded was carved in coarse millstone grit and featured a pair of stylised ram’s horns

carved on the side of the head which were compared to those on an example from Netherby,

Cumbria, dated to the third century AD.* This head was found partially buried on farmland at
Walsden, a village on the edge of the Pennine moors on the Lancashire-Yorkshire border.
Following this discovery two volunteers from the museum carried out a “stone wall survey” of
surrounding farmland, walking on each side of the drystone walls, carefully examining each
side as they moved along. As a result the team were rewarded with the discovery of two more
stone heads, each built into a field wall with the surrounding stonework carefully shaped to
form recesses for them. Jackson notes “they were not just used as building stones, but were
placed upright ”(see Fig. 11).** One of the heads was flat, with features on one side of the
stone, as if it had been carved in order to be viewed from the front only. This is a feature
associated with several heads of Romano-British date, discussed in Chapter 4. The finds

received publicity in The Farmer's Weekly in 1966 which brought a further collection of
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examples, from Braunton in Devon to Edmundbyers on the Northumbrian border with County

Durham.> Several local traditions were noted by Jackson’s fieldworkers about the function of

the heads. One suggested they were “field deities” and had been placed in the walls “to ensure

the fertility of the adjacent land.”’

A similar tradition was recorded during fieldwork for this study in the Derbyshire Peak District
in 1994. This concerned a stone head carved in the archaic style which is built, features facing
outwards, into a low garden wall of a house near the parish church in Old Glossop. The face is
carved on one end of an elongated stone which is built into the wall Teowerof Ue hsad was
adamant it should not be removed from the wall to allow the head to be measured and said it
was there to “help his beans grow.”*® The fertility connotations of heads in fieldwalls is one
explanation for their presence. Other explanations could relate to a guardian function for those
examples placed looking towards gates or entrances in walls. Others appear to have been
deliberately hidden in fields or walls to neutralise their powers, or as offerings to underworld
spirits. Oral tradition in the High Peak of Derbyshire suggests heads were buried as charms
beneath newly-built roads, presumably to keep permanent watch over them.” Others may have
been buried for more prosaic reasons. In Ireland Anne Ross suggests many heads associated
with pagan cult sites were buried as a direct result of the influence of the Christian church,
which regarded the stones as devilish idols in the early medieval period.* Irish traditions
suggest destruction of idols continued to take place during the early Christian period. Many of
these may have been cult heads, but others survived and appear to have been the centre of
surreptitious worship or propitiation within living memory. What is clear from surviving
tradition is the continuing belief in the power of pagan deities which could be used to work for
good or evil. A number of crude stone and wooden idols have been recovered from peat bogs In
Ireland and Scotland, and occasionally these have become associated with strange or uncanny
happenings. For example, in her book on Ulster folklore A Prospect of Erne , Mary Rogers

writes of one “stone figure” which was hastily reburied in a bog in County Cavan after “several

accidents” occurred on the farm where it had been kept.¢* An archaeologist, Kathleen Dickie,

wrote to Sidney Jackson in a similar vein:

“These heads had hereditary keepers as the relics of the Celtic saints had. They are still being
buried in Ireland and I know of one in County Cavan which was buried between two searching
visits of mine in the 1960s. The family had particularly bad luck and decided that the head was
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the cause. At one place in County Cork where there are two extraordinary heads but I was

allowed to see only one, although I went with the priest and asked about the second. I was
only allowed to see the other head on the second and third visits. It is built into a wall just

, L .
ey beve o ditch, but that was only done a few years ago, and the owners are frightened about their
| powers and would never throw them out.”®

Similar examples of heads built face inwards to field walls are are known from Derbyshire,

Yorkshire and other regions of northern Britain. A stone head found by two men working on

Denton Moor near Bradford in 1950s was “built into a fieldwall, face inwards.”® It was

described by Ross as “definitely Celtic” and was subsequently rebuilt into the interior of

Moorfield Cottage, Denton. At Carleton in North Yorkshire a stone head, trimmed to make it
serviceable as a building stone, was found when a garden wall was demolished. “It was found

built face inwards in the drystone wall, with features not showing.”*

6.5.3. (Sub-category) Stone head protects a bridge or ford

Places where two rivers meet, or where a bridge crosses a stream or watercourse are
traditionally regarded as magical boundaries where contact with the Otherworld was possible.
Rivers themselves can be seen as both natural and supernatural boundaries, and bridges and
fords which cross them can be interpreted as boundaries within a boundary, as evidenced by the
tradition which asserts how the Devil, witches and evil spirits are unable to cross running
water.* In northern England, Wales and Scotland there are numerous instances of supernatural
place names associated with the threshold between land and water, and in other contexts with
the boundaries between inhabited land in valleys and the wild moorlands. Goblins, ghosts and
evil spirits frequent these liminal locations, a motif which can be seen to have grown from the
fact that a ghost was often interpreted as a spirit trapped between this world and the world of the
dead, and would therefore be expected to inhabit places such as a bridge over water or marginal
land between a valley and a wild moor would represent. In one upland valley in the Peak
District, featured in Chapter 5, “Devil” names are associated with a bridge crossing a moorland
stream, a spur of land above a clough marking the boundary of the moor, and a Roman road

cutting through a bleak area of peat bog. In the latter case there is a well known local tradition

concerning a race between a doctor and the Devil across the moors drawing directly from the Poem
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*Tam O’Shanter, a folk tradition recorded by Burns in Ayrshire, southern Scotland, during the

eighteenth century.®® In that case, the doctor escapes the Devil when his horse leaps across a
watercourse which the evil one cannot cross. The names Doctors Gate and Devil’s Dyke on the

Bleaklow Moors above Glossop were named as a result of this pursuit, according to local

tradition.” Numerous similar examples could be cited from other regions, both from traditional

“Celtic” regions and from the English lowlands.

However, whereas charms such as horseshoes, witchposts and lucky stones were apparently
used as protective talismans at bridges and fords in southern and eastern England, the use of
heads appears to be confined to the north and west of the British Isles. Carved stone heads and
in some instances human and animal skulls can be found in a variety of contexts in the
Pennines, as protective or apotropaic charms. In the Peak District and Yorkshire stone heads
were used for a variety of magical purposes in local tradition; marking boundaries, guarding and
protecting entrances or crossroads. Parallels can be drawn between the use of heads and the
Graeco-Roman herms , which marked the boundaries of property and were carved in the form
of pillars featuring twin symbols of heads and phallus. Heads carved on simple shafts are
known from a variety of locations and contexts in north Britain and Wales, and have been
discussed in Chapter 4. Two examples of carved stone heads with highly developed protective
functions at river fords have been recorded during the fieldwork for this research in northern
England. These examples illustrate the use of the head as a magical device at an important

boundary or liminal position within the landscape, and deserve individual discussion.

6.5.3.1. Melandra Castle, Derbyshire, springhead carving

This tricephalic carving has been described in detail in the Peak District case study, Chapter 3.

A number of interesting traditions are associated with the sculpture (see Fig. 1). Anne Ross

writes of it;

“.within living memory, a well-head decorated by a tricephalos composed of two profile

heads, probably horned...looking in towards the central head with which they are cojoined,
was kept buried together with several other Celtic-type stone heads near a spring on the moor.

These were annually unearthed and a lamb was sacrificed to them. The stones are now in
Manchester Museum, but lamb sacrifice still surreptitiously continues.”
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The association of the stone with animal sacrifice is interesting as Tony Ward collected some
anecdotes which suggested the Etherow received offerings similar to those documented for a
number of other British rivers.” The family of John Taylor Broadbent from Old Glossop have a

tradition which suggests these may have taken the form of offerings. He has a story of a child

who fell into the river and, like Ophelia, floated downstream singing before he was drowned.

John heard this story from a number of separate sources, one of whom was his own

grandmother who put his family name on the child, saying it had happened “in our Queen’s

day.”” However, it was an incident he has been unable to find any verification of in his family
history. And the mystery was increased when John heard the same story connected with the

Glossop Brook at another location in the valley, at Mossey Lea, at Old Glossop, where an

identical tradition was noted by someone who used a different name for the child. He said:

“Now there can’t have been a string of children falling in the Etherow floating down and
singing in Queen Victoria’s time so it seems we have a tradition which has been pinned to a
time which is conveniently out of memory. “back then” in the Queen’s day.”"

It may be significant that one of these traditions relates to the same spot below the Roman fort at
Woolley Bridge where the tricephalic springhead carving described above was located. This

position is also the scene of a dangerous junction between the westward flowing River Etherow
and the Glossop Brook. When the brook is in spate, it temporarily holds back the flow of the
larger river, creating a dangerous whirlpool. The point of this junction lies between an existing
ford across the river, and one further downstream which has since vanished. This area of water

was the haunt of a water nymph who was fading from memory in the 1950s, according to the

traditions current in the Broadbent family.” Describing the juxtaposition of the carving with the

rnver crossing, Tony Ward writes:

“If the tricephalos was where John remembered it, it must have been either a casual find during
work on the river banks or a piece from the fort (there have been many landslips on that side as

well as large scale quarrying for gravel)...it would be pleasing if one could assume that the
tricephalos was in its original position, such a conjunction of circumstances would have

demanded a ‘lares flumensis’ 10 make the river behave!””

Here we have a complex collection of stories surrounding one numinous location in the local
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tradition. A carving which may depict a trio of native deities, possibly a water goddess or

nymph and two male consorts, associated with a bridge or ford crossing water near a place

where there is a dangerous meeting between a river and a brook. There are also additional
associations with offerings both animal and human to a river deity in the oral tradition. If we can

associate the provenance of this carving with the water crossing, as the evidence appears to
indicate, this provides a number of clues concerning the age and function of the sculpture.
Manchester Museum suggests the carving is of Romano-Celtic origin.™ The survival of a local
tradition connected with it as late as the mid-twentieth century demonstrates the long continuity

of belief in the powers associated with stone heads in this area of the high Pennines.

6.5.3.2. Hebden Bridge river guardian

A tradition which has direct parallels with that surrounding the Peak District tricephalos was

recorded by John Billingsley.” This concerns a location in Hebden Bridge, West Yorkshire,
where an archaic stone head is built into the wall of a four arched aqueduct above the location
where the Rochdale Canal crosses the River Calder near Holme Street. The head stares
westwards towards Todmorden from the central buttress of the aqueduct and is difficult to
identify from the road. The oral tradition of the locality describes how this head was carved to
commemorate a teacher from a nearby school who tragically lost his life as he dived into the

River Calder to rescue a child who was drowning in the Black Pool, a deadly whirlpool below

the bridge.™ A problem implicit in this story is the fact that the head 1s contemporary with the
building of the aqueduct, in 1797, more than a century before a school was built in the vicinity.
Describing the context, Billingsley draws attention to its location directly above the spot where
the canal crosses the river at the Black Pit, the most dangerous part of the watercourse where the
Hebden Water flows into the River Calder.” The whirlpool here represents destructive force, a
boundary between life and death, a threshold where the normal rules are turned upside down. In
tradition this would be a place where special, indeed magical precautions could be required to

protect the bridge against malevolent natural forces. Billingsley writes of this example:

“Not only is the head on this bridge, it is also a place where something unnatural occurs; water
is crossing water without mingling, and to cap it all the head is not placed in a visible location.
It’s very hard to see from the school, and you can’t see it from the canal towpath unless you
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dangle from the parapet over this whirlpool. It has no good vantage point except the river and

is obviously not for decoration, therefore the intended audience is the river itself.” ™

6.5.4. (Sub-category) Stone head protects a bridge keystone

But there is sum unlucky lads

That wants correctin’ be ther dads,
They might be in sum better pleeace

Than thrawin’ steans at ‘aud man’s face.”

This rhyme was recorded by a North Riding Methodist preacher, stonemason and poet, John
Castillo, in 1828, in his account of the building of a bridge at Glaisdale to replace an earlier one

dated to 1668. There is a carved stone head built into the third course above the arch on the
north side of the bridge, and this is evidently the “aud man’s face” referred to in the poem. In

another verse Castillo expresses his displeasure that the face had been “damisht wi’t lads

thrawin’ steeans at it” and mentions a risk that this desecration could attract bad luck.”
Underneath the bridge is an 1828 datestone containing the names of the masons who built it
including that of Castillo. Historians attribute a number of similar carved heads in North

Yorkshire and Cleveland to Castillo’s hand, including one in the gable of Post Gate Farm at
Glaisdale, which dates from 1784.* Castillo’s reference provides some evidence for the
existence of a tradition associating heads with luck or otherwise, and suggests disrespect could
attract unwanted attention from the spirit world. This is a broadly similar tradition to that
associated with the guardian skulls discussed in Chapter 7. This reference to the “aud man’s
face” in Castillo’s poem led Peter Brears to suggest this title was in fact “the traditional name

for the numerous carved stone heads..found in most of the stone-bearing areas of northern

England.”® Fieldwork for this study revealed a further reference to the name, once again in the
context of a carved head on the keystone of a bridge. A bearded carving of a male face, again
dating to the early nineteenth century, is carved on a single arched bridge across the Chesterfield
Canal at a hamlet called Drakeholes, near the North Nottinghamshire village of Wiseton. The
bridge is known locally as “Old Man’s Face Bridge” as a direct result of the carving, according
to local tradition.® There is surviving folklore relating to this name, which appears to refer toa

protective spirit or genius loci . In Peak District tradition the phrase T’Owd Man or T’Owd *Un
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s used in the context of the tutelary protective spirits of both the high moors and the old lead

workings, and is a term which has become synonymous with the Devil in the High Peak.® The
phrase was used in the context of a guardian sculpture in Old Glossop vicarage by a gardener
earlier this century, described earlier. It is possible to see the Old Man who protects bridges and
mines as another manifestation of this genius loci, perhaps invoked as an apotropaic symbol at

an important crossing point which a bridge could be seen to represent. Carved stone heads also

appear on other bridges in a number of locations across the north of England, particularly in the

Pennine foothills of Yorkshire and Lancashire, and the upland areas between North Yorkshire
and Cleveland and Derbyshire (see Chapter 5). The majority were built into the masonry of
bridges, looking along the streams or rivers from the topmost part of the arch.

Peter Brears describes two stone heads built into the wall on each side of the sixteenth century

Rawthey Bridge at Cautley, near Sedbergh, on the border between the old counties of
Westmorland and North Riding of Yorkshire.*® He suggests these may be the oldest of their

kind in situ . However, the heads themselves may be older than the bridge itself as a record

from 1584 mentions the setting up of a commission to inquire into “the late fall of Rothay

bridge” and rebuild the same.® A local resident writing in 1966 conceming the heads said:

“...they were put there to scare away the evil spirits of death, disease and disaster which were
thought to follow the water courses and these ugly heads were expected to scare them to such
an extent that the evil spirits dared neither go up nor down the river.”™

An example of a Romano-British head in the context of a river crossing comes from close to the

site of the Roman fort at Ribchester in Lancashire. It was found in the 1870s in water near the
present bridge above the River Ribble, and the carefully dressed pedestal suggests 1t was
originally mounted in a position where it could guard the ancient crossing.” The head has
plaited hair, “spectacle” eyelids and a fine moustache in the archaic style, and its owners the
British Museum classify the sculpture as dating possibly from the late Iron Age.” If dating is
correct in this example, we have evidence of heads used in a similar fashion to protect river
crossings over a period of nearly two thousand years, a remarkable example of the continuity of
tradition. Their use as a lucky charm in bridge masonry appears to have undergone a revival
during the great period of canal building which began in the late eighteenth century. A number

of examples date from this period, which also saw the appearance of heads on mill chimneys in

e, el
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West Yorkshire.

Although few extant traditions have been recorded which relate stone heads directly to water
spirits, a Scottish tradition associates one grotesque carving directly with a kelpie, or water

horse. This carving is found in the outer wall of the parapet of the old Shielhill Bridge over the

South Esk, near Kirriemuir, again dating to the eighteenth century.” The elegant single-arched
bridge itself, now replaced by a modern successor built from concrete, was said to have been
built by a conceited kelpie who was so proud of his work that he “set a grotesque horse’s head,

pilfered from the ruins of Shielhill Castle, as a memorial.” The story relates to the harnessing

of a supernatural guardian whose presence is reflected in the stone image of a kelpie defending

the bridge against malevolent spirits. The rhyme connected with the story runs:

And weel they kent quhat help I lent,

For thai yon image fram’t,
Aboon the pend quhilk I defined,

And it thai kelpie nam’t. *

6.5.5. (Sub-category) Stone heads ata- well or spring

Wells, springs, pools, rivers and lakes all feature prominently in British folk tradition as places
where the Otherworld could be accessed. As the symbol of the human head is also prominent In
folklore as a channel for contact with the world of the spirit, it is to be expected that the two
symbols would occur together as a method of increasing the potency in the context of a watery
shrine. Representations of heads occur frequently in association with springs and wells, often
acting as a personification of the divine force of the waters themselves. In this fashion they
formed a highly important element in the beliefs of the British tribes, a factor which continued
into the Christian period when springs and wells remained as focal points of worship (see
Chapter 3). In archaeology heads occur frequently in the context of springs and watery sites in a
variety of different contexts, but most frequently in the form of offerings or dedications of
skulls to deities dwelling in wells, pools and rivers like those associated with Coventina’s Well

in Northumberland, described in Chapter 3. Others have been unearthed near the sources of

underground springs or streams, for example at Boston Spa near Wetherby, North Yorkshire”

and the Russett Well which emerges from beneath Peak Cavern at Castleton, Derbyshire,
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described in Chapter 5.

Stories and place names from the insular tradition of the Celtic lands continue this association
with the frequent occurrence of springs called the “Well of the Head” which are known by their
Gaelic equivalent in local tradition. The examples, discussed in Chapter 3, are found in Ireland,
northwest Scotland, the Isle of Skye and in north Britain, suggesting a common source. Those

with surviving lore are invariably associated with decapitation either in battle or as part of rtuals
associated with prophecy, fertility and sacrifice. In the early medieval period this tradition is

continued by the stories sourrounding well shrines like that of St Winifred at Holywell in North

Wales, where a spring is said to have appeared after the saint’s decapitated head fell to the

ground (see Chapter 3).

Heads are also found submerged beneath water in natural shrines, providing the channel for the

water itself, or acting as guardians of springs at grottos. At White Wells on the edge of Ilkley
Moor, West Yorkshire, curative water from the original pool is channelled into the baths through

the mouth of a carved head on a rectangular stone block, on top of which two shallow round
holes have been cut. The waters have enjoyed a reputation for their curative qualities since the

late seventeenth century and the stone baths were added to an early building here around

1756.* The stone head and another which is stored at the well house may be associated with an

earlier Romano-Celtic shrine at Ilkley, which was the the site of the marching fort called
Olicana . Also in Yorkshire are heads known as the “Slavering Baby” on Adel Moor, Leeds,
and Diana’s Well on the slopes of Witton Fell, which both date from the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth century and act as channels for springwater.”

The most remarkable example of this kind is found in upper Airedale near Eshton, North
Yorkshire, where three stone heads are submerged beneath the waters in an elaborate masonry
weir at St Helen’s Well.” Little is known concerning the history of this site, other than a record
of a chapel dedicated to St Helen which stood here in 1429, and was dedicated to the mother of

the Roman Emperor Constantine the Great who was said to be from a native British family.”’

The heads are found in the outfall pool for the crystal clear water of the spring, equally spaced
out along a low stone basin twenty feet in diameter, where they are carved on three large semi
circular projections which extend into the water. The submerged faces gaze directly towards the

source of the waters, but remain virtually invisible to visitors who do not know of their

presence. Local tradition suggest the heads and masonry came to the spring from the ruins of a
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church or abbey, but this does not lessen the significance of their association with the waters. A
tradition of leaving rags as offerings at trees near the water in hope of a cure for eye troubles

continues today, alongside stories which describe a presence or haunting on the night of

Midsummer Day, collected in 1992.
In some cases heads appear to have been carved at watery sites as a way of giving form to the

nebulous spirit of place or genius loci themselves. Hence in these contexts, the deity
represented by the head could often take female form as a representation of a water nymph or
goddess. This could be the case in the example of the tricephalic head from the River Etherow
near the Melandra Roman fort, at Glossop in Derbyshire, described earlier. Here the central face
is surrounded by faint “water weeds” which may symbolise the female deity of the niver. Two
more tricephalic carvings of an archaic style are associated with the masonry surrounding a
natural spring at Green Springs in Calderdale, West Yorkshire, recorded by John Billingsley.”
In the churchyard as Rostherne in Cheshire is a large block of sandstone which features a face
carved in relief, on either side of which hang “bangs” of hair or horns. Christopher Crowe
suggests the face may be connected with the legend of the “mermaid” said in folk tradition to
live beneath the waters of adjacent Rostherne Mere.'® The shape of the stone suggests 1t may
once have formed a keystone in the arch of a shrine overlooking the water. A similar function is
possible at St Anne’s Well near the church at Whitstone in north Cornwall. The well entrance
here features a crude carved stone head which is said to be that of the saint in local tradition, but

may have been intended to represent the female spirit believed to dwell in the waters
themselves.'® Water deities may be represented on a tricephalic carving unearthed in close

proximity to the River Clyde at Netherton, Lanarkshire in 1967.' Carved in local grey
sandstone, the sculpture features three individual heads mounted on a flattened base. Two are

complete three dimensional carvings of similar appearance which protrude from one side of the
stone, while the third is a face carved flat upon the base of the stone and of completely different
appearance and style, which gazes upwards. One of the pair of heads has a “wispy” beard
which suggested to Anne Ross the image of rippling reeds and she claims the three elements

represent different aspects of a deity which “gaze out fiercely towards the sacred waters while
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the face peers upwards towards the sun from which the powers of healing were believed to

emanate in conjunction with the waters.”'® Ross identifies the carving with a powerful god of

the Damnonii tribe who inhabited this area of southern Scotland in the area of the Antonine
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Wall, or alternatively with the goddess Clota (“the Washer”), the tutelary deity of the river

jtself.'™

The Chnstian church often made natural features such as springs and wells the centre of the cult

of a local saint, and heads found in these locations are often said to be images of that saint. At

Oswestry 1n Shropshire a stone head was stored at St Oswald’s Well, a spring which was
believed to have miraculously appeared when the Anglo-Saxon king was decapitated at the battle

of Maserfield. It remained there until 1842 when it was removed because of damage caused by a

ritual which consisted of the following:

“...the coming of the wisher to the well at midnight; some water was raised in the hand and a

little drunk; the remainder was thrown at the head at the back of the well, If the water struck the
head the wish, it was believed, would be granted.”®

An alternative ritual recorded at the well is associated with divination. The pilgrim had to search

among the beech trees near the well for an empty beechnut husk,

“...which can be imagined to bear some sort of likeness to the human face, and to throw this
into the water with the face uppermost,™®

f

If the husk swam while the diviner counted up to twenty, the wish would be granted, but not

otherwise. St Oswald’s head is said to have ended up in the tomb of St Cuthbert, where it was

described by Reginald of Durham in the twelfth century.’’

Stone heads also appear in connection with a water motif inside the structure of medieval parish
churches. Examples of this category, from the Peak District of England, were discussed 1n
Chapter 5. Elsewhere, five archaic faces are carved upon the ancient stone font in St Gwrthwl’s

Church at Llanwrthwl in Powys, which dates from the twelfth century or earlier. The font is

said to be one of a number of similar examples featuring crude heads associated with early
churches in the same area, which suggests they are all the products of a single mason or carving
school.'® Another font believed to be of eleventh century origin is found in St Germoe’s church
in the parish Germoe in Cornwall. It is decorated with four crude carved heads which feature

circular eyes and tiny mouths without noses.'” The early medieval church here is associated

with an Irish missionary saint Germochus or Germoe who travelled to Cornwall during the
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Dark Ages. A stone arched structure known as St Germoe’s Chair in the parish churchyard has

a Celtic-style stone head positioned in the gable.'"® All these examples, drawn from a variety of
different contexts in space and time, continue the tradition of belief which credit water with life-
giving properties, properties which are multiplied when juxtaposed with the human head. Heads
at wells and springs appear to function as the guardians of boundaries between this world and

the Otherworld represented by the source of the waters. The heads provided the means by

which that world could be accessed or manipulated within the living tradition.

6.6. Category 2. Apotropaic heads

apotropaic adj. supposedly having the power to avert an evil influence or bad luck [Greek
apotropaios (‘turn’)]

Concise Oxford Dictionary""

A variety of magical artefacts and methods have been employed across the British Isles to
protcct the home and hearth from witches, fairies and the Evil Eye. Numerous examples have
been recorded from architectural contexts both in Britain and across the world from the very
carliest times. Numerous British examples are discussed by Merrifield in his work on ritual and

magical practices in the proto-historical period."* The prominence of the head symbol in belief

as the centre of the soul and the seat of wisdom, either in human or animal form, is widespread
as an cvil-averting image and this can be traced back to the Greek and Roman legends of the
Gorgon'’s head and the heads of kings buried to protect city boundaries, referred to carlier. The
pagan Celtic and German tribes of northern Europe appear to have developed the use of the head
in their own individual way as the evidence from archacology in Chapter 3 suggests. The head
appears as an cvil-averting image in a variety of contexts in medieval England, as a result |
believe of its re-cmergence within the context in folk magic. Rather than providing evidence of
dircct continuity from Celtic times, it appcars to have re-entered popular culture at the level of

superstition, rather than religion. As Billingsley notes in his study of gable heads in West
Yorkshirc farm buildings from the seventeenth century onwards:

“ he relative closeness of a Celtic milieu in this region may account for its enhanced vitality
in recent centuries.”""
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Indced, the human head may well have recurred as an apotropaic symbol specifically in those

arcas which maintained links, however indirect, with the pastoral way of life associated with the

upland areas of Brigantia. Parallels can be found with other areas of Britain which maintained a
pastoral economy based upon livestock until recent times, including the area of central County

Cavan in Ireland studied by Helen Hickey.''*
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William notes the use of carved phallic and other sexual symbols as protective or apotropaic
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devices upon entrances and guarding the fireplaces and hearths of a number of early Welsh

farmhouses, some of which are associated with heads.'® For example, at the tenth century
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Feathers Inn at Ludlow, Shropshire, the feet of a hermaphrodite figure sirmount two severed
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heads supporting a capital. Another house in Cacrnarfonshire has an original entrance of
sixteenth century date, featuring a carved head, above which is a moulded stone label having

stops at both ends carved in the form of grinning faces. William sees these devices as

representing “one manifestation of the wide range of protective devices used to keep the house

and home safe from evil.”""* In his survey of apotropaic charms associated with the timber

framed houses of rural East Anglia, George Ewart Evans lists a number of devices used as

apotropaic charms at thresholds including doorways, foundations, entrances and hearths.'"’

These include iron horseshoces, horse skulls and carved images of horsc heads on the roofs of
houscs. All these objects appear to be primarily focussed upon the horse, an animal which was
of great importance to the economy of the lowlands of Eastern England. Witch bottles or
bellarmines, decorated with bearded faces said to represent a witch, are also known in this
region, but there 1s a complete absence of carved stone heads in the context they are found in the
north and west of Britain. This suggests although widespread across Europe, Asia and
clsewhere the head as an apotropaic device occurs more frequently in some areas of Britain than

others, and this may well be related to the economic, religious and social background of the

pcople who carved and used them.

As noted carlicr, the examples of evil-averting heads referred to in this category arc widely
scattered geographically. They range from symbols on Roman roof tiles in Wales, tiny carved
charms in late medicval English houses and archaic stone carvings found in the walls of farm
puildings across northern England, Scotland and the Channel Isles. This wide and varied
distribution is typical of a symbol which recurs at so many times in different contexts within the

archacological and folklore record. Fieldworker Sidney Jackson realised how widepread the
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cvil-averting function of the head was when he noted in the introduction to his 1973 sample of
West Riding heads how:

“...native huts in New Guinea have a large and fierce-looking human face affixed to their
gables.”™"

As Brewer notes in his discussion of stone heads in Wales, the Roman terracotta antefixa used
in the gables of barracks at Caerleon fulfill the same evil-averting function as the crude stone

heads built into the gables and walls of medieval and later buildings because “the concept [is]

virtually timeless.”""

6.6.1. (Sub- _g¢ategory) Stone head as a charm against evil

Representations of the human head carved in stone, wood, pot and other materials appear in a

variety of different contexts in British folklore as a charm against evil. Although their
distribution is not as widespread as that noted for the “dobbie” or “witch” stone, they are
nevertheless found across a wide area of Britain, and the Continent. This kind of folk tradition
has ancient parallels as there are tiny stylised faces pecked on chalk cylinders and pebbles 1n
burials dating from the late Bronze Age in Britain, as noted in Chapter 3. From the folk

tradition, human heads are featured on charms known as witch bottles or bellarmines which

originatc from the German Rhineland around the beginning of the sixteenth century.'®
Production spread to England, where they are found mainly in protective contexts in East
Anglia. The bottles are jugs, usually betwcen five and nine inches in height, and contain items
of folk mcdicine such as nails, hair, urine and bent nails or pins. They have been uncarthed in
housces beneath the hearth, and found in fields and under hedgerows where they appear to have
been buried as charms. Mernfield notes how witch bottles have been recovered from the city
ditch of London, and under the threshold and hearths of buildings. Evans notes how the
distinctive {eaturc of East Anglian witch bottles is “thc mask of a bearded man in relief on the

ncck’s top.”"* He suggests the face was meant to represent the witch, or a Celtic god such as

the Gaulish Esus. The prominence of the face on the bottles, and their method of deposition,

suggests links with traditions surrounding the use of the human head as a protective device in

folk magic.
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Carved heads which functioned as protective amulets were sometimes paired with a phallus for

additional potency, and a number of examples of this kind were noted in Chapter 4.
Pcbbles decorated with grotesque human faces were found by builders during the demolition of

an old house at Dedham in Essex in the 1930s. All the tiny pebbles had individual faces, marked

in black and white paint. A tradition recorded at the time said:

“It is believed that they were placed in the backs of ovens, and that their purpose was a twofold
one of testing the oven for heat and of keeping away evil spirits from the contents.”'”

Other examples may have performed similar functions, protecting the hearth and fireplace.

William notes archaic-looking faces carved upon the lower columns of a fireplace at Dodington
Hall, Somerset, dated to 1581."% A number of tiny heads or “dollies” were found on the base

and upright stones of an old stone fireplace in a building at Nansladron, Cornwall, visited by
onc of Sidney Jackson’s informants. The mother of one of the builders, who baked bread in a

“cloam oven” said she had seen similar examples previously and said: “Dollies were to ward off
evil.”'® Jackson notes one fist-sized sandstone head from Yorkshire, which exhibited signs of
“stove blacking...as if it had been kept beside the hearth.”'” Two more heads from a cottage at
Sevenhampton, near Cheltenham,were carved on a picce of stone which once formed the lintel
of a fircplace. One was in the form of an old man with a beard, the other was a woman or
child.'” A plaster effigy of a human head, used as a charm or talisman against evil has been

recorded in the tradition from the Isle of Wight. T. Rowland Powel, writing in Country Life in

1967, described how the head was unearthed when the floorboards in an old house called

Thornton Manor, near Ryde, built in the early nincteenth century, were taken up.!* The object,

madec out of hard plaster, was three inches in height. According to the owner of the house,

“,..at one time it was believed that small figures placed under the floors of houses were
effective in warding off evil spirits.”*

Jackson noted another form of head charm found when a shippon or cowhouse was enlarged at
Jacques Farm, Clapham in West Yorkshire, during the 1960s. This was a crudely-carved face
carved on the underside of a socket stone used to support a wooden pillar in the shippon, which

dated from the scventecth century. Several other supports were removed during the renovations,
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but none were found to contain a carved head or face. Jackson asked: “Was it carved to avert

evil, like the Somerset god dolly?”'® These examples relate to a wide range of aprotropaic
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devices and charms used across a wide range of contexts and are widely spaced in both

geography and time. What is common to them all is the use of an image of the human head or
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face as the focus of their power, a fact which becomes even more explicit in the form of the

examples discussed in the following sub-category.

6.6.2. (Sub-category) Stone head deflects evil from a building
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Antecedents for the positioning of heads in gable ends of buildings are widespread across time
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and space. In tradition these heads are rarely found on the summit of the gable itself, but are
frequently in a central position in the wall a few feet below. Earlier examples of this form of
positioning can be drawn with the carved heads and skulls on entrance arches at the Celto-
Ligurian shrines in Provence described in Chapter 3. In Romano-British times antefixa, or tiles
containing apotropaic symbols, were used to decorate the eaves of buildings in a broadly similar
tradition. A large proportion of antefixa featured human heads, and a number have survived
from Romano-British contexts such as Caerleon and at York. The portrayal of a head for
apotropaic purposcs on buildings dating from the Roman occupation are also known in the form
of the Gorgon heads. These bear a resemblance to Gorgon heads which have a long history

among Indo-European peoples as solar symbols, reappearing as a serpent-wreathed charm

against cvil during the Roman period. Ross notes how:

“..placed on temple porticos, eaves of buildings, and shields, in the same contexts as those in
which the Celtic ‘tete coupee’ was exhibited, the symbol of the Gorgon head shared with the
Celtic heads in aprotropaic powers.,but had lost the divine association of the Celtic heads.”"

The best known example is the Gorgoneion associated with the pediment of the Romano-British
templc at Bath, displaying a subtle blend of classical and native imagery, described in Chapter 3.

Carvings such as these could have been uscd originally to provide protective or apotropaic
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functions above entrances or doorways in buildings or temples of Romano-British date, and

possibly re-used in a sccondary context during the medieval period. Excavations in the remains

of the Sewingshields Milecastle on the Roman wall near Steel Rigg, Northumberland
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uncovered a square-faced building stone with a representation of a human face carved in relief

W aw e ol bl ol d i s i a2 B Rk, 2 '

and set in a recessed circle, as if it was only intended to be viewed from below. This head was

“subtle and well planned” with prominent eyebrows carved as one with the nose. The

excavators say it is strange “that a military installation built by legionaries should include a
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Celtic religious motif”’ and suggest it is more probable the face was carved on to the wall
sometime after the milecastle was completed.' Whatever its origins, the appearance of such a
carving on a Roman building stone provides early evidence for the use of heads for apotropaic

purposes which are reflected in the later in folk traditions. The fact that a number of heads were

carved in a way to suggest they should only be viewed from the front, or below, suggests they

were produced specifically for insertion in walls, and above gateways and entrances.

The use of the head as a protective device above the entrance, or positioned in the gable or eaves
of a building, appears to have continued as a recurrent motif in folk tradition throughout the
early historic period in Britain. In twelfth century, when masons were building the church of St
John at Adel, near Leeds, they incorporated a group of nine archaic and grotesque faces into an
elaborate triangular feature on the church wall. During the same century, the builders of the

Norman church of St Edmund at Edmundbyers in County Durham carved five heads on the

eaves of the new building. As Peter Brears writes of the Adel heads:

“Since they have no place in Christian custom and belief, the builders were presumably using

them to summon the aid and protection of some older, but still currently effective power.”"*

Other similar striking examples are found in a Romanesque context at the churches at Dysert
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O’Dea and Clonfert Cathedral in County Galway, Ireland. At Clonfert the entrance to the church

is framed by an elaborate Romanesque doorway made up of six arches in a triangular tympanum
which appears to mimic the entrance or portico to a temple, all the arches being richly carved
with human heads. Laing writes how “one cannot look at [this feature] without thinking of the
skulls in their niches at Roquepertuse.”'” The Clonfert sculpture dates from the latter part of the
twelfth century, but the church occupies the site of a monastery founded by St Brendan in the
six centuries earlier. However, as the majority of domestic buildings in England before the
seventeenth century were built of wood and have largely decayed or been demolished, there is
no way of knowing if similar heads were once used in their construction. Of the freestanding

heads which have survived, many appear to have been carved as if they were intended to be
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inserted within niches, or carved only as if they were to be viewed from the front, suggesting

they once adorned gables or keystones of earlier buildings. When wood and wattle buildings
were replaced by permanent stone structures from the sixteenth century onwards, stone heads

appear frequently in the gables of surviving examples, particularly in Calderdale, West

Yorkshire, where the yeoman houses are associated with the growth of the wool trade.
Billingsley’s list of locations associated with the severed head image in folk tradition includes a
number of boundary and perimeter regions in native architecture, including gateways,
doorways, roof edges, chimneys and fireplaces, all places deemed vulnerable to attack by evil
spirits, witches and other malevolent supernatural forces and thus singled out for protective

treatment. ™

Sidney Jackson recorded more than thirty gable-end heads on houses and barns in North and

West Yorkshire during his survey in the 1960s, all dating from the seventeenth to the nineteenth

century. His book Celtic and Other Stone heads featured three examples of heads in the gables

of barns in the Keighley area of Airedale, and a fourth crude example from a roadside barn in

Coniston Cold near Skipton, a building which dates from the seventeenth century.” Heads

performing this function are widespread in the north of England, but are concentrated

particularly in upland pastoral areas. In one zone which includes Keighley, Haworth and

Skipton, almost every small hamlet contains a house or barn which features at least one
example. The age of these buildings varies, but most appear to date from between the sixteenth
and nineteenth century. However, many heads appear to be older than the buildings into which
they have become incorporated. The confusion over dating has partly developed because of the
existence of a number of heads carved by three groups of active stonemasons during the
nineteenth century. Although a number such as those carved by the mason John Castillo in
Cleveland and North Yorkshire appear to be of recent date, these cannot be separated
stylistically from others which appear to be older. The most that can be said is that each carving
appears to be unique in itself, although they all follow a continuing tradition in their placement.

As well as being widespread through the Pennine region stretching from the Peak District

northwards through Yorkshire and Lancashire into Cumbria, gable end heads are known from
Scotland, Ireland, South Wales, the Channel Islands and Britanny. In north Cornwall there is a
human face with archaic features carved in relief upon a flat block of stone which is now

positioned in the gable of the south facing porch of St Piran’s church at Perranzabuloe. Local
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tradition says the face came from the second church now buried on Penhale Sands. Before then

it had adorned St Pirans oratory, which dates from the ninth century AD.™ The re-use of
carvings in this fashion is evident from both documentary sources and folk tradition. In the

Peak District, a collection of Romano-Celtic carved stones from a hilltop site were incorporated

into the gable end of a house near Glossop in the middle of the nineteenth century, following a

local tradition that they would ward off evil spirits."”’

Surviving folklore and oral tradition in some cases suggests these heads were deliberately

placed for apotropaic reasons. For example, a carved stone head forms the keystone above a

barn door of a farm owned by Sam Throup at Far Fold Farm, High Bradley, near Keighley in
West Yorkshire. Asked how it came to be there he told Sidney Jackson:

“...they say like, they used to put them in like, for witch-jobbing and such like and to bring

you good luck; whether it’s done owt for me or not I don’t know. I haven’t had above me share
as I know like."*®

A freestanding archaic head is set in a niche in the gable wall of a house known as “Victoria” 1n
Pinnar Lane, Southowram, West Yorkshire, which dates to 1721." The head has slit-like eyes,
a prominent nose and a square chin, long neck and a low brow. It could be contemporary with

the building, and features in a continuing tradition by the owners recorded by Andy Roberts in
1991."" They told him how the head was used to “ward off evil spirits” from entering the
house. The tradition of keeping the head in the niche had been followed by several generations
of tenants up to the present day, “who have carefully replaced it in its accustomed position even
after renovation and rebuilding has taken place.”* Similar traditions concerning evil-averting
powers of stone heads were recorded by Jackson from cottages and farms at Forfar in
Scotland,'* the island of Guernsey ' and Vaulry in France.'“

A story recorded in the Keighley News regarding heads carved and placed on mill chimneys
and gable ends of buildings in Airedale, contains a traditions surrounding the use of heads as

foundation deposits as a means of protecting a building within surviving memory. Fred Petty,

the owner of a house on West Lane, Howarth, which contains a stone head, said:

“Such heads were usually placed in the gable end of houses whenever a builder, who had been
working on the house, had been killed."'*
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In a later article describing heads on mill chimneys in the textile areas of West Y orkshire, a local

writer notes:

“A popular belief is that when a fatality occurred during the building, a small effigy of the

steeplejack would be placed on a chimney as a memorial. It has been suggested that a
representation of the architect would sometimes be added...or again the carvings might be due

to the whimsical fancy of a stonemason.”*

Mills featuring heads include five carved on a chimney adjoining Whalley’s timber merchants at

Low Bridge Mill, on Coney Lane, Keighley.'’ The mill dates back to the beginning of the
nineteenth century when it was producing cotton; in 1821 it was destroyed by fire and rebuilt.
Historian Ian Dewhirst has suggested the heads could date from this period. The centrally
placed heads face in three directions and are of two types. Four of them, according to one

writer, may be the products of “whimsical fancy,” but the fifth, a gnm-faced carving,

“...may have been placed there for an entirely different reason, that of superstition...it may

well be that they are associated with the superstition that disaster, disease and death were
attributed to evil spiritis and the ugly heads were added to buildings to scare them away.

Judging by their fearsome appearance, this seems likely.”'"

Interviewed by the Yorkshire Post , Mr Dewhirst said a local tradition suggested the heads could
have been carved and placed on the chimney by workmen in memory of comrades who died
while working to build it. Another theory suggested that they all represent members of the
Blakey family, the owners of the mill. Examination of the heads shows they have little in

common with character portraits, which suggests this theory came later to explain their

149

existence. - A similar story surrounds the carved head of an old man wearing a “billycock hat”

which adorns a wall over the main door of The Old Corn Mill in Ingrow Lane, Keighley."™
Local tradition said the head came from an old mill chimney demolished in 1918. In 1898 one of
the workers told the owner how he had rescued the head from the rubble of the chimney, “let

some iron in the back and fixed it above the door.”**" This worker said the head was a portrait

of an old man called Feather who watched the masons building the chimney back in 1841, and

he told a reporter how:
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“...one of the masons took a liking to old man Feather and carved his head in stone and set it in
the face of the chimney.”**

A number of other mill chimneys dating from the cotton revolution of the mid-nineteenth

century feature carved stone heads. One blank stone face adoms an 1825 date stone on Smithies
Mill at Birstall, near Leeds.”” In the Keighley area there is one on the chimney of John Haggas
Mill at Ingrow, and a third at Oakworth Mills.” Another is placed centrally on a wide chimney
which dominates the early Victorian building which once housed T. Harrison and Sons,

printers, on Queen Street, Bingley. When Sidney Jackson tried to photograph this head, he
found he had to climb to the top floor window of the Ferrands Arms to obtain a suitable

viewpoint. Writer Cathy Wilkinson, in an article printed in the Bingley Guardian , said:

“It was once a custom that if ever a workman died or was killed during the erection of a

building, that his likeness was immortalised in stone somewhere on the exterior of the
premises.””

Evidence collected by Jackson’s many correspondents suggested that the use of protective heads
in house gables was not confined to north and western parts of Britain but was known in other
parts of the world too. A correspondent writing in The Dalesman in 1951 noted how carved
heads on West Riding house gables reminded him of similar evil-averting images he had seen in
villages near Touggourt in the Sahara Desert. Here, rows of mud houses had at the corner of

their flat roofs the skull of an animal. He was told by local residents that the skulls were used

“to keep off evil spirits.”"*

6.6.3 (Sub-category) Stone head protects building against haunting

It is apparent from the previous two sub-categories that heads were used if not specifically
carved for a small range of guardian and protective reasons in British folk tradition. Although in
some cases there is some form of surviving oral tradition which provides information about the
reason why a head was so placed, and where, it is often more difficult to reach those directly

involved in the process itself. In the few cases where the direct origins of a head are known, it

is sometimes possible to discover the original reasons for the carving and placement of a head

%
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charm. In this sub-category we begin to leave the more vague or legendary traditions discussed

previously, and move towards the direct personal experience narratives featured in the final
category in this classification of traditions. Here I have included stories relating to heads which
have been used in their standard apotropaic role in architecture, with the additional detail that the
head has been placed specifically to “lay” or exorcise a ghost. In all the following instances it
appears a head has been placed for this specific reason following an already well-established
local tradition, which suggests many other “mute” stone heads may have similar origins. It is
the connection with an active ghost or supernatural phenomena which connects this sub-

category directly with the stories of heads associated with evil in sub-category 6.7.2, and the

guardian skull traditions featured in Chapter 7.

German

A correspondent of Sidney Jackson describes heads he saw during a visit to the Castle of

Heidelberg in Germany:

“...While being guided, the guide said, pointing to two heads in a part of the wall, “these heads

were put in the wall to frighten away the ghosts so that the ladies could sleep at night..in the
year 1530 the ladies were being frightened by ghosts in their quarters and the heads were put in

the wall to get rid of the ghosts.” I questioned the guide later and after I tipped him, he drew
himself up to his full height and said he was no liar, ™"’

In reply Jackson notes how a student in his Bradford archaeology evening class in 1967

produced a colour slide of a stone head, which he said was:

“..built into the outer wall of a fourteenth century tower at Rothenburg, South Bavaria.
According to the guide book, this is called The Pestilence Head,™*

aworth, West Yorkshire

Haworth, West YOrKshire

In the West Yorkshire village of Haworth is the eighteenth century Sun Inn on Main Street,
positioned upon the edge of the moors made famous by the Bronte sisters. It appears to be a
typical example of a coaching inn until visitors look more closely and see that, just above the
door, is a strangely-carved stone head. It was placed there in 1971 by the landlord Rennie

Hollings to “lay a ghost.” The apparition was of an old pack-horse carrier who, dressed in a
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long leather cape, had silently haunted the pub for years (see Fig. 20)."” Mr Hollings had learnt

about the ghost from local people and decided to deal with it in time-honoured Haworth

tradition. Interviewed by the Yorkshire Post after renovation work was completed he said:

“I didn’t want to put any of my customers off, because eventually I hope to become residential.

I think it’s nonsense anyway. We’ve never seen one, but you know how these local yarns start.
Anyway I've found a way to deal with any supposed ghost. I have had a carved stone head

erected over the entrance porch. There is a local tradition that these were put on buildings when
a workman had been killed on the site before the work was completed, and they are supposed

to ward off evil spirits. I feel now that I have squashed any ideas of ghosts for good.”*

Andy Roberts mentions another carving above the main doorway at Lumb Hall, a seventeenth
century building at Drighlington, between Leeds and Bradford, where a head may have been

carved to deflect another restless spirit. He notes:

“It is not known whether the head was put there to lay the ghost which has been seen and
heard at the hall, but Charlie, as the apparition is known, is fond of trying to attract attention by

making a shuffling noise at the front door. Previous owners of the hall soon tired of finding no

one there when they went to answer the door and soon grew tired of the attention-seeking

ghost.™®

Hothersall, Lancashire
Hothersall Hall, near Ribchester in Lancashire, dates from the thirteenth century. The present
hall dates from 1856, having been rebuilt on the site of the old house, of which nothing remains
except a 1695 datestone. Jammed 1n the fork of a tree on the lane above the hall can be found a

carved stone head. In a local pamphlet, Historic Walks around Ribchester, it is said:

“A stone head of horrific and grotesque appearance was dug up by a farmer at Hothersall and
placed in its present postion. Some say that the head is that of the petrified Hothersall

Boggart.”*

The head appears to have a “crown” of the type usually associated with medieval corbel heads
and probably came from the ruins of a church. Enquiries with the present occupants of the hall,

in November 1990, found they knew nothing of this local legend. They said the head had been



309
in its position in the fork of the tree for around fifteen years, and that it had arrived at the house

from Preston as a gift from an elderly relative.'®

The legend of the Hothersall Boggart tells how the Devil had undertaken to oblige a local farmer

with three wishes for the surrender of his soul. The farmer’s first two wishes were for wealth

and great fortune but his third was a crafty move to avoid damnation. He wished the Devil to
spin a rope from the sands of the Ribble and in case of failure he must consent to be laid under a

laurel tree there to turn to stone. Each time the Devil spun a rope the far<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>