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ABS TR),CT

This is a s t udy of f a i r y t radit ions i n Newf ound l a nd ,

ba s e d on mate ria l f rom t he Memor i a l University of

Newfoundla nd Fo lkl ore and Language Arc hive (mos t ly student

collections made wi thin the pa s t t wenty- f i ve yea rs) and o n

fie ld r e searc h on the Ava l on Pen insula . It ex amines

mean ings a nd us es of conc e p t s o f the f air i e s , both a s

i de nti f i e d by in f ormants an d a s sug ge s t e d through the

collation of t e x t s . I argue t hat o n a textual level mean i ng

c an be found in e xplic it a nd illlplic i t t hemes: t he fi rst

re f e r s to overt na r rative ccrr tent; (stories o f c hangel ings or

go i ng ast r a y, fo r ex a mpl e ), the second t o cult u r a l c o nc e r ns

which, I sugge st , f i nd metaphorical expre ssion i n fai r y

t r aditions . Analysis of th i s kind is subord i na ted , ho wever,

t o consideration of t he ind iv idua l na rrator a nd situat ion,

fo r a c ontextua l, eth nog r a ph i c approach shows t h a t eafc

i nterpretat ion v aries wide l y, an d the s a me content fu nc tions

in d ifferent ways for different informants. I ha ve sought

to a vo i d ab s t r action a nd general i zation on the na ture and

f un ct i o ns of f a iry traditions (espec i ally i n the eat.te r of

"belief") Wh i c h, in i gnoring the individuali ty o f t ra d i tion

beare rs , c a n res ult i n a pa r t ial pict ure a t be st , and a

d i storted on e at worst.

In accordance wi th this ethnographi c e mphasis , I ha ve

cent e r e d all chapter s but the firs t o n my i n f ormants a nd the
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issues their narre t.Lves raise . The first chapter sets i n

i nternational historical con t ext t he assertion that mo de r n

tradit ions are but f aded r e mains of a moribund belief

system, by :::howi ng t hat t h i s view i s bath a f o lk and

lite r ary c on v e nti on o f l a ng s tanding whi ch has r hetorical

uses: the proposition that " e v e ryo ne u s e d to believe" i s

shown to be dUbious , fo r e v en when cont.e xtua t i n fo r mation is

unavailable , i t can b e see n f r om content a l on e t h a t there

ha v e always been sce ptics. Th e ne xt s i x c hapters documen t

what pe op l e told me, illustrate t h e complex i ties of dealing

wi t h belief , a n d conclude that the f a i r ies , amor p hous and

po lymorpho us, have always be e n eminent l y adap t able a nd

co nt inue to lend t hems elves t o a mUlt i p l icity of u s e s .
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In t his little v o lume t he re wi l l be f ound storie s
adapted to person s of every i nclination and
disposition: some s trang e , others won d e rful , some
g r ave, and ot hers ludi crou s and merry . The me thod
is plain a nd e a s y , suited t o the mea nest as well
a s the highest ca pac ity, tending both t o e nr i c h
the f an c y and imp rove t h e mind . In f ine, wha t
wil l great l y enhance the v a lue of t h i s prod uct ion
is , t hat a l l the stories in it will be f o un d +:0 b e
genui ne , and never befor e offered t o the pu b l i c .

From the Pre f ace t o The Royal Hi b e rn i an Ta les :
Bei ng a Collection Qf the Mo s t Entert ai n i ng
stories no w Extan t , pri nted in Ire land sometime
before 185 2.
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Preface

There ar.= in the Me morial Uni vers i t y o f Newfoundl and

Folklore and Languag e Archive (MUNFlA~ hu;"\d reds o f l ege nds

and aeaoret ee about t he fai r i es an d d escriptions of

a s s ociate d custom a nd be l ie f , r e corded mos t l y by stude nt

c o l l e c t o r s ove r the past twenty-f i ve years . When I came t o

Memo;cia l i n 1 982 , I was a stonished by t he se accou nts ; I was

familiar with Chris t iansen 's 1 97 3 statement t ha t "in mos t

places t he (F airy] Fai th i s by now a l most e nti re ly ex tinct , "

a nd had not Lmaq kne d t ha t it wa s to be f ou nd a t all in North

AllIerica. 1 But i n MUNFLA I r ea d personal ex pe rience

narrat ives of r e ce nt vintag e , a nd d espi te what appe ared t o

be a ge ne r a l consensus amon g co l lect o ::s a nd informa nts on

i t s de c line , i t 'Was c l ea r that the re was s t i l l a n extens ive

body of fairy t radi tions 'Wh i c h had never be en examined in

depth .

I heard E:ly f irst fa iry na rra tive i n the wi nt e r

semes t er , 1 983 , 'When an ethn og raphy course t o ok us i nto "the

fi e ld" on Ba l l Island . I t c ame from a t we nty-one ye a r old

' ''Notes '' 95. Althoug h Way l and O. Hand, in " Eu r ope a n
Fai ry Lore in the New wor l d , " no tes that " a cons iderable
body o f Europe an f a iry l o re ha s reached America n shores, "
most o f hi s c itat ions , l i ke the bu l k of field r e ports-­
Hal pe r t . vo n Bli ttersd orf , Kelly , Farm er , Lea ch ("C e ltic
Tales ") - -are from fi rst o r secon d ge ne ra tion Iris h
i mDi gra nt s , a preponde ra nce whi ch probabl y l ed Ba ughma n t o
observe that "be l i e f in f airies has ne ve r at any t ime t a k.en
h ol d in America" (xii) . "Fa i ry - f a ith i s , we may s a fel y say,
now de ad everywhere, " wrote J oh n Gr e enlea f Whi t tier ,
pre ma t ure l y , in 1847 (59 ) .



man, Randy Ne wma n , who did no t k no w that Richard MacKinnon,

Elke Dettmer and I were folklore students when we struck up

a co nv e r s a t i o n i n a restaurant . Richard wa s asking about

old e r houses when Mr. Newman mentioned that his own was

built on the site o f a forme r c emetery. " Pl e n t y of ghosts

there, " I sa i d jokingly. It was as if a h i dd en button had

been pushed as Mr . Newman, hitherto monosyllabic, l a u n ch e d

into a series o f supernatural tales , including the time he

was picked up by the devil while hitchhiking, and the night

he was f o l lowed by the fai ries . They were t he size of

c h i l d r e n , he sa id, and ha d wi t h e r e d faces and wore gray

suits and red c aps ; t h e y marched single fil e ( "military ­

like") behind him up a hill , bu t di sappeared with a wave

when he dropped to h i s knees a nd prayed. Th is was

beginner's l u c k - - I ha v e not hea r d anything so spontaneously

offered i n so natur al a context since, a nd SUbsequent

attempts to r e c ord Mr . Newman prove d futile--but it was

enouqh to set me off on the inqu iri e s that l e d to t his

tnes Ls •

Aside f rom t he intrinsic fasci nation of the narrat ives,

:!: was mot ivated at first b y s i mple curiosity as t o wh eth e r

fairy legends were still t old or no t . Was Mr . Ne wma n an

isolated c ueej I f nob ody be l ieved in or t a l k e d abou t the

fairie:~ anymore, why were there so ma ny stories i n MUNFLA?

As I mentioned , s ome t e l l of quite r e c e nt events, like this

a c c o unt from a twenty-yea r o ld St. John 's student :



About s i x y e a r s a g o [ Le . , 19 68 ) my
cousin's mot h e r d isappea r ed i nto the
h i l l s o ne aft e rnoo n an d eoe was never
seen ag ain. Man y o f t he old p e ople who
ee r reved in fai rie s s aid t h a t t h e
f a i r ies t o ok her :!.way. Her r e d s ...e ate r
was found and they aa id that t h e y l e ft
this as a sign she was t a ken b y the m.
We bel i e ved that s he fell over t he cliff
and wa s t ak e n out to sea be cause the
body was ne ver fou nd. ( FSC7 4-101/ ** l

Cou l d t here rea lly be s uch a c omp l e t e b reak in vcr ccv t ev

between the " old people" and their immed iate f amilies? I

fe l t tha t ev e n if I co u l d n ot answer s uc h quest ions, po s i ng

t h e m wou l d teac h me some t hing about change a nd cont i nuity i n

oral t radition, and about Newfoundland . Moreove r , the

co l l a t i on o f MUNFLA material t hat woul d b e the basis for the

f OrDIulation o f quest i o n s h a d ne ver be e n u ndertaken a nd woul d

i n itself p r ov ide the f irs t large - scale formal presentat i on

of New f oun d land fai ry lore . As it turne d ou t, Illy f ie ld

r e s e a r ch e e c e ee the fi r s t extended inv e stigat i on o f the

sUbj e c t , a nd my field r e co rding s the first maj o r v e r b a t im

co l l e c t i o n o f t exts . This thesis u s e s bo t h sour c e s t o

describe a nd analyz e as many aspects as p os sible o f a vast

and complex tradi tion .



Int roduction

Th e g oals o f t h is study are twofold . One is to examine

t he na ture o f t he fa iries tnea se tves-e- vbe an d what are they

supposed t o be?- -and t he forms (such a s narrative and

custom) i n which ideas eccu t; the m are expressed . The

second, mor e i mportant obj ect is t o conside r the meani ng s

a nd us e s o f t he s e t radit i ons : why do peop l e conceive o f,

tel l s tories ab out , t hese entities ca l l e d (by me if not

a l way s by the t r a d i t ion bearers ) fa i r ies? The second

qu estion is i n fin itely harder t o address tha n the f i r st , for

t here a re man y answers, pe rhaps as many as t he r e are people ,

and I all s u re t ha t I ha ve only t ouc hed o n some o f the m. My

particular i nterest when I s et out wa s the r e l ati o ns h i p

ceeveen na rrative and belief , Which I hypothesized is a

r e c ipr oc a l one: and so it is , but the more int erviews I did ,

the more a ppa ren t i t be came tha t the intera c tion is

differ en t in e ve ry situa tio n an d no more pre cis e

gene r alization coul d be mad e . The immense diff i culti e s ( not

to me ntion pre sumpti on ) of d oc ument ing "bel ief" i s part of

the problem, for a t least in regard to f airie s, "belief" i s

s e l d om unambiguou s o r unqual ified . Over time I found my

attention i ncreasing l y f oc used on e t h no graph ic problems, and

by the t ime I had f i nisr."\d writing I realized that if I ha d

to ma ke a choice , I would rather my de s c r i pt i o ns o f



i n formants a nd thei r mat e rial be accur a t e t ha n t he

infere nces I make trop t he m be "r i gh t ," for t he second

de rive s from the firs t : a nd the firs t is , I f eel, more

accountable than my own ,;pecu l ations . The more f i eldwork I

did , the more wary I became about asserti ng de e p mean i ng or

d es ign , for f i eld....o rk s ho wed me how narrat i ve s wi t h

essentially identic al c ontent may be unders cccd a nd used i n

qu ite different way s . Th i s is not t o say that genera l

t heories can not be made--I s ha ll o ffer a f e w forw i th a nd

n~a ny through out-- on l y t ha t t hey are bound to be l e s s ce r tai n

than insight s drawn f rom .Ja r t i c u l a r s i t ua t i o ns . And when

the diff i cultie s o f a s sess ing any s i ng h! s i tuation o r

cc aa umcet Ive eve n t are taken into a c c ou nt , t he tenuous ne s s

o f grand int erpretations becomes even clearer. Yet i t could

be argue d that the very u n i f orm ity of fairy t r aditio ns

be lie s c on t e xtua l an d indiv i d ual variation a nd de eends

explana tion . Why do t he s ame ou tlines assert the mselve s

( f o r i t d oe s seem t ha t t t.e y hav e an almost inde pe nde nt li f e

of thei r own) so i nsIstently? Clea r l y t here is some th i ng

sat i s f y i ng i n theD, but what? Th is is anothe r basic

quest ion ....i t h whi c h I began the s t ud y.

Ans we r s can be found at t wo leve l s , in what I wil l ca ll

explicit an d implicit t heme s . The first r e f e r s t o ove rt

content and na r r a t i ve t ype, su ch a s s tories of changelings

o r go ing a stray. Imp licit theme s - - o r pe r ha ps t hey cou ld be

c a l l e d sub-the me s or s u bt e xt s - - a r e t hose whi ch I th ink c an



be discerned under l y i ng Newfoundland f a iry lore as a who l e,

which reflect c u l tur a l co ncerns and he lp expla in i t s

funct ioning i ndependent of genre a nd bel ief . I s ee two such

t n ee es . One i s the huma n re l a t i ons h i p with na ture . In a

ha rsh e nv i r o nme nt, under preca r ious economic and materia l

condit ions , o ne ' s n iche is ever unde r siege ; fa iry

narxat Ives reflect t he struggles and na rd-von survival of

culture a nd hu ma n creation , an d t he tenuous imposit ion of

orde r o n t he wi l derness. Lau r i Honko s ugge s ts t hat " the

belief i n s pi r i ts ma y be described as a map of man 's

conque s t o f the environme n t . .. [Wh ich i t mus t be r e membere d ]

is no t me r e ly an economic activity; equally importa nt is the

cogni t ive c onquest, a ttempts to organize , divide , c lassify ,

de s i g na t e and thus c ontro l one' s s urroundings" ("A da ptation"

21) . It i s no th ing ne w to suggest t ha t the fairies

represent "nature"; Alan Bruford 's s tatement can be t a ke n a s

rep resentative of t he line o f t hought:

The mischievous ele ment has a l ot to do
wi th the worldwide ne ed for a concept
such as t he f a i r i es . In genera l t he y
represent in a nthropomorphic f o rm the
myster ious a nd n uminou s i n ....ild nature,
the part o f t he world whi ch is beyond
mankind 's understand i ng - - " t he raw" o f
Levi-Strauss, a s aga ins t "the cooked, "
what man had mas t e r e d a nd pu t t o h i s own
use. (MacDouga ll ix)

A more poet i c v e r s i o n may be fo un d i n Rob in Flo....e r 's

descr iption of h i s fe e lings o n emerging from a f airy-

s toryt elling session on t h e Great Bl a ske t . On s uc h clear



night s , he says , he o f ten ha d " a pe r sonal f a nc y" t ha t there

was i n t he s t ars "a co nsc iou s l ife i ndi fferent o r i n imical

t o man" :

In s uc h a mood a nd unde r s uc h do s k y i t
is e asy e nough t o bel i ev e in the r e a l i t y
of the fa iri e s, a nd i t may be that such
moods and such s k i e s of n i ght firs t gave
them b irth : that from t he col d lunar
r a ys and the r e stles s sparkle of the
s tars hlagination bodied f ort h figures
a nd al l egor ies of its own f e a r s, a nd
g av e t he m a being a nd a ha b i tati on o n
t he earth , a nd a t l a s t a powe r u po n the
bodies an d t he mi nds o f men . They a r e
an i ma ge of man 's un r e c on c ile d di s t r us t
ot nature , e,nd it wa s i n t he cities,
which have de v i sed a thou s a nd wa ys at'
d iss e mbl ing natura l needs a nd na tura l
fears, that men began t o forge t t he m.
Here , t oo , t he y wil l be go ne in a f e w
short years, I thoug ht , for they ha ve
fo r a habi tat i o n the mi nds of t he old
men a nd wome n , and the young people no
l onger belie ve in thell . ( 140 -4 1)

writ ing of Sca nd i nav i a n na t ure spirits , Kvi d ela nd an d

Sehrns d or f s a y , "Perc eiv i ng t h e ir d a i ly en vi r onment i n

pre sc i e ntit'i c bu t e mi nentl y p r a c t i c al terms , t he pe op l e

r e s po nd e d to nature i n t h e wa y t he y ex peri e nc ed it, na mely

as an i mat e a nd po s sessed of wi ll a nd e-us c a pa b l e o f aiding

huma ns bu t also o f d o i ng t he m harm· (9). The r e has been ,

pe r h a ps understa ndably , little c lose a na lys i s on t he s e

ge nera l k inds of pr opo s i t i o ns , but I t h ink tha t attent i o n t o

a na t u r e /cu ltu r e dic hotomy with r efe r e nc e t o spec i f ic

narrative s a nd motifs d oe s o f fe r some i ns i gh t i nto the codes

a nd symbol s o f fa i ry narr a t i ve .



A s econd iapl i c it t he me revolve s around int erpe rsona l

r elat i onsh ips , specifically around knoving , not knowi ng, and

be ing kn own. The fairies are the u l tima te s trange r s, and

s erve as metaphor f or al l that i s s t range not o n ly in natu re

bu t in ot he r pe ople . A concern wi th r ecognition can be s e e n

i n f a i ry trad it i on s f rom dites and ticts- - nWhen Mr .

Col l ins ' s son act e d a ny way strange, weird, or

i nc omprehens ible whe n he wa s young , Mr . Collins usually s a id

to hi m, ' I be l ieve yo u ' r e in the f a i r i e s ' " (74 -l52/1J) - -to

t he mos t se r i ou s o f persona l e xperience narratives . The

incursions of t he huma n world a nd the fairy world into one

another a r e the d r ama tic nucleus of the narratives, a nd

mediate constantly t he oppos i t ions s uggested a bo ve .

My Objec t in the o r ga n i za t i on o f this thesis is t o set

the lIIat e ria l frolll lIy field r esearch in the cont e xt o f

r e lat e d infoI1llation frail the same area . o r on t he s a me

SUbj e c t , o r in o t he r way s pertinent , a nd t o eluc i date

part icula r issues o r line s o f t hought a r isi ng from t h i s

c o mbinat i on o f mater ial. The onl y way I f o un d t o preserve

the i n t e grit y o f my f i eld research, that i s , to keep the

na rratives together wi th the narr a t o r s, was to organize

chapters around i n f o rma nt s or sets of informants rather tha n

along t yp o l og i c a l lines. Th is me a ns tha t major t ype s of

narratives or f a i ry experiences appear in a l most ever y

chapter , but f rO ID a different pe r s pe c t i ve i n each one . One

problem ....ith ....o r king wi th materi al as rich as fairy



tradition i s t ha t a l mos t any text or s i t ua t i on presents

numerous point s of interest. a nd the pursu it of an yone is

often at the expens e of others . There i s a n unavoi d ab le

labyrinthine qual ity to the analys is o f some iss ue s ;

scanning po r t i ons o f a draft of on e c ha pt e r . a be wilde r ed

reade r remarked t ha t it was l i ke being fa i ry -led , you ne ver

knew qu ite where you were going or Why, a nd indeed , whi le

wr it i ng I f elt sympa t hy wi t h t hos e person s who i n

fasci na tion fo l l ow small f i g ures or l us c i ou s berr ies unt i l

t he y suddenl y " co me t o t hemse l ves" deep in the wood s with no

i dea how t he y go t t here o r how t o get back . But t he

underlying princ iple of e ach c hapter is to let my attempt s

to impose order o n the wi lderness of fi e ld , a r c trj.ve ,

scholarl y a nd ceepeeae. Ive ma t e r ia l be guided by affinit ies

i nh e r e n t in the )laterial as we l l a s by t he oret ical

c o ns i de r a t i o ns .

Centering chapters on i nformants also s eeeec t he best

way t o t a ke the reader along t he c o u r se o f my investigation .

He o r s he JIIay scrutinize my f i e l d me t hodo l og y. gaffes a nd

all, as I knock hopefully o n kitchen doors , and tell the

occupants t ha t I hea rd the y might know s omet h i ng about the

f a i r i e s . The p r oc e s s of my investigation i s a lso mi rrore d

i n t he order of chapte r s : the fi rst is ba s ed o n t he

l i te r a t u r e a nd evolved f rom my musing ov er the seeming

co n t r adi c tion between the sta t ed decline o f fa iry traditio ns

and t he many HUNFLA accounts (it also serves as a brief
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h istorica l int r od uc t i on a nd a cursory survey of the

l iterature , except f or s ome ecdez-n work whos e i ns i ghts I

have p r efer rf>d to a pp ly to s pecific quest ions throu g h ou t the

study) : t h e second and third chap t e r s a re the heav iest i n

archive d a t a, s i nce I s~arted in the archive; t he last fou r

c ha pter s concent ra te more o n my O'JT1 fi eld rese a rch. I would

lik e the mater ia l to unfold, as it d id fo r ee , until not

on l y the gene r a l patterns but turns of phrase , e l l iptical

r eferences and r ecu r r e nt images res on ate aga inst a l l t h e

na rratives heard be fore.

By the seve n t h ch ap t e r - -i f not much soon e r - - t he r e a de r

will probably c hafe a t the "tediou s cons istency" tha.t

Bar b a r a Allen wood s po i nts ou t a llows t he folklorist t o

dist ingu i sh genu i ne t rom dubious sources (4), but the

redu ndanc y i s one assuran c e o f a c cura c y , so that the r e a der

wil l , f or e xaepre, r e a d ily recog nize the artificial i ty of

ce r tai n l itera ry representations me ntioned in Cha p t e r six.

A large number o f t e xt s i s a lso nec e s s a ry to s how the

i mportance of slllall details a nd ke y p h r ase s like "some th i ng

to it" a nd "never the s ame , " although there is the

p os sibil ity that t h e boredom induced by a huge sam p l e may

defeat this v e r y purpose by making it difficult to attend to

t he finer po i nts o f a text . I t seemed s a f e r to err on the

sid e of t o o much rather t h a n too little , h owe v e r , in thoil

ho pe of av o iding t he a bst r a c t i o n and generaliz ation that

c h a r act e r i ze much d e s cript ion of fa i ry t r ad it i on. I n th i s
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approach, attributes of the fairies are ex t rapolated from

various accounts an d b u i l t i nto a kind of " p r of i l e ": one

person hears f a iry music, another goes astra y , so the

investigator writes , " t h e f a i ries p l a y eus.Ic and l ead pe op l e

astra y . "l Besides g iv ing a n unrortunat;e c o y tone to lIuch

work o n f ai ry l ore , th is composite a pp r oach has s erious

s hortcomin gs when a pplied to tolk narr a t i v e or belie f i n

g eneral . f or t h e voices and v ie....s o f " t he tol k " a s

i n d i v i d ua l s a re lost .

In assembling the relevant data , I t rie d to ke e p t he

voices of my i n f ormants f o r e most , and not d r own t he m in

comparat ive mate ria l or my own i de a s , and to keep my

interpretive suggestions separate enou gh to b e t ak e n or l ef t

while in f orJDan ts I contributions stand. At t h e salle time I

h a v e d e ac'r-Ibed my own r o l e as careful ly a s possib l e . s i nce

the f i e ld worker's approach is tound to ha ve an i_pact on

what i n f o rma n t s tell (or do n 't tel l) her , eve n if s he doe s

no t k now what i t is. Th i s i s a part icular ly comp lica ted

issue i n r e g a r d to the fa i r ies , as the fo llowi r,g note wil l

ma ke clea r . It i s fo llowed by a few mo re prelind na r y

point!' .

' For recent e xamples see Pa rt Two o f Pe t e r Alderson
Smith's W B Yeats and t h e Tribe s of Danu · Th r e e Vi e ws o f
Ireland 's Fairies (1987 ) and Chapter Two , "The Ph ilo s ophy of
Irish Fa i ryl ore , " of Frank Kinahan 's Yeats Fo l k l o r e and
~ (1988) .
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Some preliminary Meth od ol og j c al c o n s i derat ions

Cont r a r y to popular opinion a mong no n- res i dents an d

even s ome l i v y e r s , Newfoundl a nd has neve r be en an iso l a t e d

place with a c l osed o r homogeneous society : on the con t r a ry ,

t he r e has a lway s been consid e r ab l e travel bo t h on a nd t o and

f rom the island . Sea r y, St o ry a nd Ki rw i n wr i te o f the

Avalon Pe n i nsula , "Th oug h o ne mi ght, on~ g r ounds ,

h av e expected t h e communi ties of Avalon t o be isolated

s t a g na nt s e t tlements, i n fa c t there has be en qu ite

[ e lllaL;;;able a nd cont i nuous interchange and sh i ft of

popula t ion thr oug h out t h e i r r e c o r d e d h i sto ry . " Mi g r a t ory

a nd s ea sonal wor k patte rns , the y p o int out , "mad e

New f ou ndlander s o ne of the most mob ile o f pe ople, II and

" h e l p e d t o modify , thou gh not to cancel o ut , that

s e pa r a t e n e s s of the people of differe n t areas r e ma r ke d long

ago b y Wix" (35-36) . I n 18 36 Ioiix had written that "the

i n ha bi t a nt s of conc ep tion Ba y , al though a neck of l a nd of

o nly a fe w mi l e s e xtent sepa r a tes them f rom Trin i ty Ba y,

differ f rom t h e i nhabitants of the latter, as much as i f

they were of a distant nat ion ; t h e sace lDay be said o f the

difference between those who live i n Placentia and t hose who

l i v e i n Fo r tune Bay " (Seary e t a l 36) . Melvin Firesto ne

comments on the d i ffe r e nces in co mmun i ties in t h e Northern

Pe ni nsula are a he studie d i n the 1960s: " d ifferenc e s in

aggre ssiveness , SObriety , fear of strangers , i ntere s t i n

dance and song, and so f orth" ; he f oun d i t hard to account
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tor t he va r iation " when de r ivation , en v i r o nment , economy .

and c u l tural h e r i t a g e are so s i milar" (~ vi-v i i ) .

Th e r e a r e " g ood " a nd " bad" a r e a s to r f ai r y l o re ,

acc ord i ng to MUNFLl\ da ta . So me are a s , l ike Notre Dame Bay .

show litt l e ; o t her s , l i ke Up pe r Isl a nd Cove o r Bel ~ I sland ,

can be seen from t h e n umber and deta il o f r e po r t s t o be

veri table ho t beds . Althou gh collect i o ns usually inc l ude

r e l igion an d e t hn i c i t y o f are a a nd in f orma nt , and t he re i s

p l e nt y of da ta f rom Protest a nts and Pr o t e s t a nt a reas. the

d i f fe r e nc e i s o f t an a t t ributed to " I r i s hn e s s , " a nd I wa s

som et ime s adv i sed by into naants t o see k o u t " Ir i sh" o r

Catholic enclav e s f o r my r e s e a rch. It i s t rue e no ugh tha t

in heavily Ir i s h a r eas like t h e Sou t he r n Sho r e and Ca pe

Shore fa i ry trad i tions a r e fo und i n pro f usion , but t hey are

by no s e an s limi t ed t o s uc h areas. Uppe r I sland Cove , f o r

e xamp l e, i s main ly Eng lis h/ Pro t e s tant , as i s ne ighbor ing

Bi s ho p ' s Cov e where I recorde d s ome o f my ri c hest ma te r ia l ;

Bel l Isla nd is mi xe d . (I chose Co nc e p t i o n Bay f o r mos t o f

my fie ldw ork no t on ly be c a us e it i s the o ldest s e t tl ed area ,

bu t be c a us e of its inext r i c a b l e e t h n ic mi xt ure .) S i nc e

Newf ou nd l a nd set t l e r s came mos t l y f rom s ou thwe s t Engla nd a nd

southeast Ireland (wi t h sma ller but s i gn i f i c a n t elements

f rom Franc e , Scotla nd , Wales, the Cha nn e l Is lands an d

Brittany ) , i t s e ems ev i de nt t ha t fairy t r ad it i ons de r i ve

f r om bot h s t ra i ns , but be cause of t he popu l ar no tion of
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<r r Lsnness -' I ha ve devoted s ome a ttention to the mat ter a t

va rious poin t s in t his study .

Th e mor e i mportant questions eccu t; a ntecedent sources

concern ad aptat. i o n . Is it possible, f o r example, i n

corapa r-Lnq s ev r cund .tan d materia l t o i ts parent s tock , to see

select ion an d s h api ng according t o the features of t he " new"

e nv i ronme nt ? What are t he distinctive c ont ours here? I

ha ve used c omparative mat e r i a l mostl y t o c onside r such

qu estions o f cont i n u i t y a nd Chan ge , a nd p rocesses of o r a l

t r a di t i on a nd t he i nterp re tat ion o f exper i en ce . I ha ve not

be en systec.a t ic o r c omprehensive in t he p rovisio n of

a nalog u es- - a l l t he mater ia l in th i s s tudy c ould be

e xte ns i vely an notated f rom the major collect ions a nd mot if­

indexes - - but hav e us e d it mai nly as i t illuminates the

ma t e ri a l a t ha nd . occasiona lly the s i milarities i n other

c u l tures o r e ra s that e xc i t e d early s tudents of fairy lore

like Ke ightley. Wright and Ha r t l and ha ve proved irre s i s tible

t o me, t oo, a nd I have g iven them s ome play. There is a

certain professiona l thrill in the she er antiquity of fairy

l ore , as when someo ne , f or e xa mpl e , t e l l s "Ta m Li n" as it

ha ppe ne d in the ir commun i t y . Historical a nd lit e rary

reverberat i ons , ho we ve r . a r e not a f eature fo r t h e tradition

beare rs , who have a different set of allusion s an d

associations . s i nc e t his s tudy i s primarily an attempt t o

unders tand - -o r a t least t o present-~fairy tradition s from

t he i r point o f v i e w, I h ave limi t e d hi s t o r i cal mat eria l to
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as much as wil l demonst r a t e the extraord ina ry cont i nu ity

wh i ch shows fa iry tr~d ition to c o nta i n po werf ul express i o n s

of human needs an d i nter est s .

Compa r ison Dust ba tie e pe r' ed , too , b y consid e r a tion of

the lilllitations of the a vailable da t a . I t lIust be

r e me mbe r e d that the d oc ume nt a tion of fa i ry t r a d it i ons i n

Ne'olfoundl,md h a s not been systelllatic or t ho r oug h , and i s a

relat ively recent un dertaking. Except for t he work o f

Mac Edward Le a c h , who i n 1950 r e c o r de d s ome fairy material in

his ques t for bal l ad s , there was no collection un t i l t he

mid- 1960s, wh e n He rbert Halpert and J oh n Widdowson began

t hei r fieldwo rk on all f o l kl ore g enres . So me of their

s t ud e nt s , Vi rginia Dil lon in 1964 a nd Mi c h a e l Fa g a n in 1967 .

f or example , d id s u pe r ior "early" col lections, a nd my

reliance o n the m wil l be appa rent. A l ist of MUNFLA

aat e r i a l s o n the fai ries (c omp iled by myself a nd a v a ila b le

i n MUNFIA) shows that t h e r e has been littl e abatelllent of

llIa t e ria l since t h en , a lthough s o me yea rs we re "better" tha n

o thers . The quali ty and quant i ty o f P1a t e r i a l from the e a r ly

years wa s enhanc e d by cour s e s taken on a y e a r - long ba s i s , i n

wh ich s t u d ent s could use t he Christmas b reak t o collect in

thei r h ome communities , and by Hal p e r t ' s g e ne r a l survey

a p proach which e xplicitl y include d fa i r ies a s an area for

i nves tig a tion . When c l a s s e s were s hort e ne d t o s e mester­

length, the y became l e s s conducive to the reco...d i nq of long

narratives o r disc ou rse , a nd students c o u ld n ot a l wa ys turn
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to their home commun i t ies t o do fie ldwork . As more

instructors t a u gh t more courses wi t h d i f ferent e mph a ses,

fairies wou l d not i ne v i t a b l y be mentioned as a possible

topic f o r collection . The report ing of f a iry tradit ions,

t h e n , has been r and om, dep e nd i ng on t here being a s tudent

from a community with f ai r y traditions , who ha d a n i nt e r e s t

in t h ose traditions himsel f , and t he mobility to g e t to

informants \oJit h in t he r equired time. (students ha v e, o f

course, collected f rom each other at un i ver s ity , an d a re

o f ten e xcellent self-informants . ) Th is element of chance

ma ke s it da nge rous to conclude t hat any mot if or na rrative

t yp e is a bsent from Newfou ndland just becaus e it is no t

f ound in t h e archi ve material. So met imes a sing l e text is

al l tha t bars s uc h a conclusion, t he wide spre ad fa i ry

mi dwi f e l e gend (ML5070), for ex amp l e, appea rs in MUNFLA i n a

s i ng l e version (72 -95/33 -35:C1278/3-5). Told b y an

informant who heard it from the midwife herself, i t i s so

com plete, and so clea r ly assimi lated to local t radit i o n ,

t hat it is impossible to b e l iev e that i t could be the sole

version i n Newfo undland . Th e a p p a r e nt absence o r e v e n

" un usualnes s " of a ny p art i cular i tem, t hen, must be treated

with caution . On t h e ot her h a nd , i t can be s tat ed with

confidence that some t hings a r e common or wi despread, s uch

as carryi ng bre ad f or p rotect ion, a n d whe n there are a g r e at

many versions of a n i tem , i t c an be see n that t his or that

variat ion is u nu s ual by compar ison . I n general , h owever ,
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" un u s ual" (in t h i s thesis ) mea n s " u nu s u a l i n the archi ve

da t a ."

Anot h e r r e ason why a f ull range of fairy tradit ions

canno t be a s s ume d t o be r e present ed in KUNFlJ\, i s t hat salle

people c on s i der i t dangerou s, or at l e a s t inappropriate , to

t a lk a bout the f ai rie s . Li ke a ll f a iry t r a d it i on s , this i s

t aken wi t h vary ing degrees c r s eriousness an d is no t found

everyw he re, but i t is poss ible tha t because o f i t , much

ma t e r i a l f r om "true b e lievers" wi ll n ev e r be recorded .

There i s eve n a fo rmula to circumvent the prohi.bition:

Mr. Dwyer ' s gra ndmother , who r eared him ,
b e l iev e d i n the fa iri es a nd t heir p owers
a ltho ugh s h e h a d neve r seen t hem . Sh e
had a g ood c o l lect ion o f stories
concerni ng thelll. which she and t he other
neighbors ( on Bell I slan d) wou ld gather
together to d iscuss afte r t e a when it
was da r k. However, t he fa i ries d i d not
like being discus s ed ana would punish
anyone -...he t o l d stories about then . She
wou ld i n ope ni ng her conversa tion say ,
-Thi s is Sunday (o r Monda y or whatever
day it was) and the f airi es won 't hear
us . - This statement would prevent the
fa iries from heari ng t he ensuing
co nversation.] ( FSC67 - 3/33)

Failure t o maintain a r e s pec t ful attitude c ou l d have dire

co ns eque nc es , ac cord ing to a n Upper I s l an d Cove co l lector:

I f one s ho u l d t alk ab out or moc k t he
f a irie s, the ol d people will ge t r eally
ups e t . The old people o f th i s t own,

IriSh]~hr~~~ti~~ ~~f6'~~~~~aai~~ e(~;~~l.es cOI~r::~ufr~~~l: in
Folkl ore gu .duate student who grew up with fairy t rad it i on ,
ha s prefaced s Ollie of ou r co nve rsat ions a bou t t he fairies
wi t h this.



most of them, that is, really bel ieve in
fairies.... The old people say that if
you talk bad about them they will try to
get you a nd punish yo u . It is sa id that
people have been captured by fa i r ies and
b rought back cri pp led up or b lind or
gone mad. (7 9-31 7/ 13-14)

Some students co nfessed to unease themselves . One wrote

that

Abov e all , a mortal should never inquire
too deeply into about the f airies or
t heir world f o r those who pry too much
into fa iry a f f a i rs may ne ve r l i ve t o
write about them. I f I we r e c:. believer
in f a i r i e s I would not co ntinue to write
t his paper, bu t I admit the idea is a
bit fri ght e n i ng , because I have heard so
many stories all my l i f e about fair ies
and fairy encounterments . (79 -378/5 )

Another said:

Now stories of fairies , ghosts or tokens
are not eas ily obtained from these
people (h e r family ] because i t i s most ly
a taboo SUbj ect, especially tokens- ­
t a bo o because t hey are no t to ld f o r the
sake of tel l ing s tories or stories to be
laughed at. The p eople who were the
main characters in these happenings have
a rigid belief in their truths and in
their p owers ; and while listening to
t h e m, I foun d myself, if no t exactly
f e a r fu l , t h e n certain l y a bit
appreh e nsive and a mi te ne rvous at
laughing at some of the seeming ly
hu mor ou s ep isodes . I found it
interestin1 that neit her my uncle, my
mother , or my g r a nd f a t h e r wa nt e d to ta lk
to me when t here were others present.
My aunt even left the h ou s e when Nash
tol d her I wa s coming in to talk t o him ,
or rather, to l i ste n t o him. (79 -404 /3)

18



SOlDe i nfo rm an t s will d i scus s s ome fa i ry tradi tions but not

o t hers, s uc h as those o f a t rag i c aspect . One col lector

said;

The re ' s one ( na rrative ] I r e c all ab out
Mina NOI'lll an wh o 'O'as captu r ed b y t he
fai ri e s on her way h ome f rom [ t h e
i nforma nt 's ] house a f ter borrowing s ome
o i l fo r her mother 's kero sene lamp . She
was g one tor six o r seven d ay s . Sh e was
i n a poor c ond it i on when she wa s f ou nd.
Upo n r eque s t for this story, (the
i n forma nt ] r ep lie d , " We won ' t t alk a bou t
that p o o r l i ttle t h i ng_ She e nded u p in
the a s ylu m. " (74 -210/ 1 1- 1 2)

For v a rious r e a s on s , students h a v e r e pc r t e d d i f f i c ul t y i n

ge tt ing, a s a fo rnal pr oj e ct, sto r ies that they h ad he ard

all their liv e s . On e wr ote :

My f athe r is from Carbon ear wh i ch ma ny
pe op l e c l a i m vas the l a nd o f the
f air i e s . Hi s grandparents an d pa rent s
mentioned ma ny stories o f the fa iries
a nd the de v il t o him whe n he was young .
Dad bel i e ve s in the . t o the exte nt t hat
they were t old t o h i . by h is parent s a s
t rue . CUring .y childhood I hear d s uc h
stories, ther efore, became i nterested in
this t ype of folklore. My origina l plan
was t o visit my o l de r re l a t ive s in
Ca rbonear. However, i t turne d o u t t o be
not as success f u l as I thou ght . I foun d
t hat the y .,ere reluctant t o t al k about
i t , espe cially Aun t Ann. She appare nt l y
kn ow many f a iry tales bu t s i nce my u ncle
died l a st f a ll she r e fus e s t o ta l k ab out
such t a l es a nd c l a i me d t o have f orgotten
t he m, a nd each time I me nt i on e d s t orie s
t hat my fa t he r ha d t old me s he would
j u s t say, "Is that so, " a nd s tart o n a
new topi.:::.. .. I d on' t know if I used
t he wr ong approach or not but f e w people
were willing t o si t down and t a lk a bou t
fairy t al e s a nd t he devil , espec ially
when I ment i o ned a n yt h i ng ab ou t a n
ass i g nment i n folklore or their na me s in
the a rchives. ( 71 -75/3-4)

19
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A Cupids col lector set he r sel f up t o r e c ord f a iry narr a t i v e s

t rom her o lder r elat ives:

Th ey e ye my t ape r e corder with .. certain
degree o f mistrust and f or a while I
believ e I ",ill be un a ble t o evoke any
material from t hem on t hi s occa s i on . My
grandllother f or one do es not un de rstand
my true purpos e in r e c o r d i ng t he ir
c on versation a nd believes the y are be i n g
ridicule d by h igher education. For some
time s he re fuse s to partake i n t he
discussion . She i s a woma n who d i slikes
t o have he r picture t a ke n , and simila r l y
does not want her vo i c e r ec orded on
t a pe . .. . Fa i ry stor ies seem to figur e
prominently i n t his partic u l ar fa mily.
St ories of s trang e ph e nomen a a r e
slight l y s coff ed a t . .. ghosts mos t lik e ly
do not e xist. Fairies on the other hand
mo s t probably do . ( 8 3- 39/ 3, 6)

It can b e ha r d to e xp l ain the purpose ot c ol lecti on,

e s pe c i a lly fo r a t h e s i s, to those unta llil i ar with t h e

working s o f univ e r s ity . A few t imes I mentioned t o

informants that I was writ inq a book-length study , i n o rder

to show ho w illlportant the p roj ect is to illS: but I f o un d that

they would t h e n r efer t o my -book , - and a l though i t was

gener ally in a positive way, t he implication wa s t hat I

wou ld mak e money t rom i t . I remembe r ed o ne stu de n t 's r e port

t h a t her in f ormant' s b r ot her " s a i d I wou l d get no s t o ries

there because I wa s g e t ti ng t h em t oo c h e ap . He did no t l ike

the idea of tho s e ' b i g un i v e r sity f e lla s getting the i r

i nformation fo r noth i ng' " (76 -82/3 2) . So I usual ly found i t

s i mp l e r t o let t he project be seen a s a paper f or a c ours e,

althoug h i t was a bi~ embarrassing when t h e y wou ld ask me ,
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y e a r s late r , i f I had " pas s e d , " a nd I h a d to t e ll them I

s t i ll was not fin i s hed .

I encountered e vasion early i n my i nqu i ries but was not

dis c ouraged by i t beca use I d i d no t kn ow that I was b e ing

put o ff. Atte r t h e ex peri ence with Randy Ne v.an o n Bell

I sla nd , I began t o a s k e v e ryo ne I me t about t he fair ies .

Two people , one i n St. Thomas an d one i n Sh oe Cove , dec l ared

that t he y had never hea r d a nything a bo ut t h e ml it was no t

un til l a ter , afte r I g ot t o kn ow them II little, that t hey

t old me of f a iry expe r iences i nvolving me mb e r s o f t h e i r o wn

fa mi lies (desc r i be d in Chapter Seven). Me a nwhile , however,

I had begun r -ea d i ng i n the archives, and f ound potential ly

d iscouraging information in this vein . One s t ud e n t ' s

i n f o rm a nt t old hi ll i t wou ld be a waste ot time t o try t o

col l ect fai ry s tor i e s i n Salmonie r :

He s aid that the people would be qu i t e
s uspicious of an inquir i ng strange r and
s imply wou ld not cooper ate . He a lso
me n t i o ned that I would v e ry like l y run
i nto pe rsons wh o sincerely be lie ved in
f airies a nd who knew the s t o ries t hat he
had r e l a t e d to me bu t would not ad mit to
e i the r believing i n fa iries o r t o
knowing an y ot the stories . (72-161/1 )

Th is informant h a d moved away from the a rea , whi c h perhaps

a llowe d h im a mor e detached perspective, for h e a lso to ld

t h e c ol lector t hat wh ile i n Grand Fa lls, " i t ne v e r da wns o n

him to even think about t he f a i r i e s or any o t her

s upernatural h a p p en ing s . .. . However , once he c rosses the

b r i dg e into Sa 1mon i e r he says that all t hat c hanges and he
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be c omes extremely re ligious a nd just as ter ri fied ." I t is

possible that hav ing mov ed , he never saw s uper na t u r a l

traditions t hrough i nc r e as i ng l y mature eyes, and so never

ou t g r e w t hem: h e then project s h is belief o nto the comnunity

as a whole. I n any case, i nt e nse c hl1dhhoC'd f ear of t h e

f a i r ie s i s we ll - documented , and i t cannot be supposed that

e veryone who fee ls it throws i t o ff e ntirely ; this

u ne as ines s cou ld well b e a n obsta cle to casual talk a bo ut

t he m.

One stud e nt s p o ke feeling ly of the pervas i v e influenc e

of s up e r na tura l na rratives on her ch i ldhood imag inat ion :

"Our he ads were so f illed with storie s o f wi t ches, sp irits

an d t okens, t ha t we lived in c onsta nt f e a r of t he dark and

of s eeing or hearing something t ha ': wa s s up flrna t '.1::al ." As a

folklore student s he wonde red , - 00 t he people still t e ll

these old stories?-

I went out to Bonavista to f ind cut; , and
to colle c t these o l d s tories. . . . I
a pp r oa c hed several peop l e who us ed t o be
good storytellers but they i ns i s t ed t ha t
t he y d i dn' t know a ny a tor-Ies , I t was
f rustrating t o be t old by everyone that
I t al ked to that if poor Alb or poor so
an d s o were alive now , t hey co u l d t el l
me s tor ies .. . . So at t h i s po int I ha d
t o reassess t he s i t ua t i on . I kn ew the
s t ories I wanted to hear, so I put a wa y
the t ap e r ecorder and my notebook a nd
j us t went vis iting .. .. I t ook my mother
a long wi th me . This t u rned out t o be a
good idea . Hom is sixty-one , old­
fashione d , kno ws everybody ' s r elative s
and enjoys t rac i ng ba ck pe op le a nd
ev ents .
I discovered t ha t these s t ories a re
still be i ng t o l d among the older people ,
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prov i d ing t he conv e rsation g o e s i n the
r i g ht d irec t i on . I be l i e v e one of t h e
diff iculties i n gett ing the s e stories i n
i solation is that t he s e stories are the
b a s i s o f the bel i efs of the people, they
a r e no t s u re whether t he y be l i e ve thelll
or not, a t l e ast , they are no t prepared
to argue abou t their v a l i di t y. Th ey a r e
t o ld i n IS conve r s a t iona l man ne r. where
yo u know yo u r a ud i ence an d can get
agreement . By telling me the i r s tories,
i n iso l a t ion , I feel , the peo ple, not
kn owing me that well , were not su r e
whethe r t hey were sUbject ing thei r
belief s to r idicul e or whether I was
ge nuine ly int e r e s t e d . (79 -708/ 3- 5)

She fo und t h a t her I n r c r -aant.s did not un d e r s t an d her des ire

to hear a s t o ry fo r i t s own aake r to them, it was crucia l to

kn ow 'Who the s tories 'Were about:

. .. o n seve r a l occa sio ns when I wa s doing
f i eldtol o rk, I remembe r a s tory being held
up f or seve ra l mi nu t e s while the
storyteller an d I be came tho r o ughly
frus t rated ; he b e cause I co uld n' t
r e me mbe r t.h e person he wa s ta lking
abou t , and I because I didn 't knotol the
per s on and c ould n ' t u nd e r s t a nd why i t
wa s s o nece s s ary fo r me t o know h i m. So
now , when s o.ebody says do yo u know J ohn
J on es, Kat hy 's father, I prete nd t o ha ve
s ome rec ol l e c tion of the
pers o n • •. otherw i se, i t can take f o r e ver
t o trac e a pe r son I s genealogy an d
t h e r e I s always the danger that yo u mi g h t
not g e t the story i f you d o not kn ow t he
person i nv o l ved . (7 )

A Bell Is land co llector also spoke o f t h e a dv a nt a g e s o f

prev ious contact :

I found I had to kn ow what my i n f o r ma nt
h ad i n t e rms of f a iry storie s . Both men
we re very r e l u c t a n t t o t a l k about t he
fair ies and I was constantly mentioning
s tories that they had told previously .
My pre-interview consisted of talking to
the c h ild r e n o f the men . I n thi s way I
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wa s a b l e t o get t h e s t o r i e s I neede d a nd
wa s a b le to u se t h e m in prodding the me n
t o rel a t e the experienc e s I later
colle c ted . (74 - 43 / 2 2)

Ponde r ing these difficul t i e s , I hi t upon t h e plan o f

contacting s e s e o f t he stud e n t col lecto rs wh o h ad wr i t ten on

t he fa iri e s , o r pe ople who had a lread y s e rved as i n f o rma n t s

o r be e n me ntioned as potent i a l i n fo rma nts . This is how,

d i r ect ly o r indirectly . I go t mos t of my i n f o rma n t s . The y

in turn often su ggest ed other people f o r me t o v if,i t , and I

do not cons ider my i nqu i r y complete because I st i l l ha ve a

list o f po tent i al informants t hat t ime ha s not a llowed me to

try .

A n ote on my use o f MUNFLA ma t e ria l

The n a mes ot individu a l s figuring i n r e po rts are

changed u n l e s s ot herwise s t a t e d , b u t not the na eea of

c o llectors . Spe l ling is r eprod uced e xact ly as i n the

a rchive d oc ument, incl Uding c o l lectors ' a t tempt s t o rende r

dial e c t a l speech through nonsta nd ard spe l ling (pa i nfUl a s

t h i s i s t o me) . The use of bra c ke t s i n a qu otation o r t e xt

is a l wa ys mi ne , an d pa r entheses a re t he c ol lect o r ' s .

All quotations from MUNFLA are i denti f i ed by accession

numbe rs. The f irst t wo numbe r s s how the year , o r sometimes

t he following yea r , i n which the i tem was recorded 1

ex cept ions are note d . The l a s t number (s l - - a fter t he s lash--

r e f er to t h e pag e(s). The prefix " FSC" indicates a Folklore
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