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ABSTRACT

This is a study of fairy traditions in Newfoundland,
based on material from the Memorial University of
Newfoundland Folklore and Language Archive (mostly student
collections made within the past twenty-five years) and on
field research on the Avalon Peninsula. It examines
meanings and uses of concepts of the fairies, both as

identified by i and as

g the
collation of texts. I argue that on a textual level meaning
can be found in explicit and implicit themes: the first
refers to overt narrative content (stories of changelings or
going astray, for example), the second to cultural concerns
which, I suggest, find metaphorical expression in fairy
traditions. Analysis of this kind is subordinated, however,
to consideration of the individual narrator and situation,
for a contextual, ethnographic approach shows that emic
interpretation varies widely, and the same content functions
in different ways for different informants. I have sought
to avoid abstraction and generalization on the nature and
functions of fairy traditions (especially in the matter of
"belief") which, in ignoring the individuality of tradition
bearers, can result in a partial picture at best, and a
distorted one at worst.

In accordance with this ethnographic emphasis, I have

centered all chapters but the first on my informants and the

ii



issues their narratives raise. The first chapter sets in
international historical context the assertion that modern
traditions are but faded remains of a moribund belief
system, by showing that this view is both a folk and
literary convention of long standing which has rhetorical
uses; the proposition that "everyone used to believe" is
shown to be dubious, for even when contextual information is
unavailable, it can be seen from content alone that there
have always been sceptics. The next six chapters document
what people told me, illustrate the complexities of dealing
with belief, and conclude that the fairies, amorphous and
polymorphous, have always been eminently adaptable and

continue to lend themselves to a multiplicity of uses.
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In this little volume there will be found stories
adapted to persons of every inclination an
disposition; some strange, others wonderful, some
grave, and others ludicrous and merry. The method
is plain and easy, suited to the meanest as well
as the highest capacity, tending both to enrich
the fancy and improve the mind. In fine, what
will greatly enhance the value of this production
is, that all the stories in it will be found to be
genuine, and never before offered to the public.

From the Preface to The Royal Hibernian Tales:
Being a Collection of the Most Entertaini
Stories now Extant, printed in Ireland sometime
before 1852.
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Preface

There are in the Memorial University of Newfoundland
Folklore and Language Archive (MUNFLA) hundreds of legends
and memorates about the fairies and descriptions of
associated custom and belief, recorded mostly by student
collectors over the past twenty-five years. When I came to
Memorial in 1982, I was astonished by these accounts; I was
familiar with Christiansen's 1973 statement that "in most
places the [Fairy] Faith is by now almost entirely extinct,"
and had not imagined that it was to be found at all in North
America.! But in MUNFLA I read personal experience
narratives of recent vintage, and despite what appeared to
be a general consensus among collectors and informants on
its decline, it was clear that there was still an extensive
body of fairy traditions which had never been examined in
depth.

I heard my first fairy narrative in the winter
semester, 1983, when an ethnography course took us into "the

field" on Bell Island. It came from a twenty-one year old

'"Notes" 95. Although Wayland D. Hand, in "European

Fairy Lore in the New World," notes that "a considerable
body of Eurcpean fairy lore has reached American shores,"
most of his citations, like the bulk of field reports--
Halpert, von Blittersdorf, Kelly, Farmer, Leach ("Celtic
Tales")--are from first or second generation Irish
immigrants, a preponderance which probably led Baughman to
observe that "belief in fairies has never at any time taken
hold in America" (xii). "“Fairy-faith is, we may safely say,
now dead everywhere," wrote John Greenleaf Whittier,
prematurely, in 1847 (59).



man, Randy Newman, who did not know that Richard MacKinnon,
Elke Dettmer and I were folklore students when we struck up
a conversation in a restaurant. Richard was asking about
older houses when Mr. Newman mentioned that his own was
built on the site of a former cemetery. "Plenty of ghosts
there," I said jokingly. It was as if a hidden button had
been pushed as Mr. Newman, hitherto monosyllabic, launched
into a series of supernatural tales, including the time he
was picked up by the devil while hitchhiking, and the night
he was followed by the fairies. They were the size of
children, he said, and had withered faces and wore gray
suits and red caps; they marched single file ("military-
like") behind him up a hill, but disappeared with a wave
when he dropped to his knees and prayed. This was
beginner's luck--I have not heard anything so spontaneously
offered in so natural a context since, and subsequent
attempts to record Mr. Newman proved futile--but it was
enough to set me off on the inquiries that led to this
thesis.

Aside from the intrinsic fascinaticn of the narratives,
I was motivated at first by simple curiosity as to whether
fairy legends were still told or not. Was Mr. Newman an

isolated cese? If nobody believed in or talked about the

fairies anymore, why were there so many stories in MUNFLA?
As I mentioned, some tell of quite recent events, like this

account from a twenty-year old St. John's student:



About six years ago [i.e., 1968] my

cousin's mother disappeared into the

hills one afternoon and sae was never

seen again. Many of the old people who

believed in fairies said that the

fairies took her away. Her red sweater

was found and they s2id that they left

this as a sign she was taken by them.

We believed that she fell over the cliff

and was taken out to sea because the

body was never found. (FSC74-101/%%*)
Could there really be such a complete break in woridview
between the "old people" and their immediate families? I
felt that even if I could not answer such questions, posing
them would teach me something about change and continuity in
oral tradition, and about Newfoundland. Moreover, the
collation of MUNFLA material that would be the basis for the
formulation of questions had never been undertaken and would
in itself provide the first large-scale formal presentation
of Newfoundland fairy lore. As it turned out, my field
research became the first extended investigation of the
subject, and my field recordings the first major verbatim
collection of texts. This thesis uses both sources to
describe and analyze as many aspects as possible of a vast

and complex tradition.



Introduction

The goals of this study are twofold. One is to examine
the nature of the fairies themselves--who and what are they
supposed to be?--and the forms (such as narrative and
custom) in which ideas abcut them are expressed. The
second, more important object is to consider the meanings
and uses of these traditions: why do people conceive of, or
tell stories about, these entities called (by me if not
always by the tradition bearers) fairies? The second
question is infinitely harder to address than the first, for
there are many answers, perhaps as many as there are people,
and I am sure that I have only touched on some of them. My
particular interest when I set out was the relationship
between narrative and belief, which I hypothesized is a
reciprocal one; and so it is, but the more interviews I did,
the more apparent it became that the interaction is
different in every situaticn and no more precise
generalization could be made. The immense difficulties (not
to mention presumption) of documenting "belief" is part of
the problem, for at least in regard to fairies, "belief" is
seldom unambiguous or unqualified. Over time I found my
attention increasingly focused on ethnographic problems, and
by the time I had finish~d writing I realized that if I had

to make a choice, I would rather my descriptions of



informants and their material be accurate than the
inferences I make from them be "right," for the second
derives from the first; and the first is, I feel, more
accountable than my own speculations. The more fieldwork I
did, the more wary I became about asserting deep meaning or
design, for fieldwork showed me how narratives with
essentially identical content may be uiderstood and used in
quite different ways. This is not to say that general
theories cannot be made--I shall offer a few forwith and
many throughout--only that they are bound to be less certain
than insights drawn from sarticular situations. And when
the difficulties of assessing any single situation or
communicative event are taken into account, the tenuousness
of grand interpretations becomes even clearer. Yet it could
be argued that the very uniformity of fairy traditions
belies contextual and individual variation and demands
explanation. Why do the same outlines assert themselves
(for it does seem that they have an almost independent life
of their own) so insistently? Clearly there is something
satisfying in them, but what? This is another basic
question with which I began the study.

Answers can be found at two levels, in what I will call
explicit and implicit themes. The first refers to overt
content and narrative type, such as stories of changelings
or going astray. Implicit themes--or perhaps they could be

called sub-themes or subtexts--are those which I think can
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be discerned underlying Newfoundland fairy lore as a whole,
which reflect cultural concerns and help explain its
functioning independent of genre and belief. I see two such
themes. One is the human relationship with nature. In a
harsh environment, under precarious economic and material
conditions, one's niche is ever under siege; fairy
narratives reflect the struggles and hard-won survival of
culture and human creation, and the tenuous imposition of
order on the wilderness. Lauri Honko suggests that "the
belief in spirits may be described as a map of man's
conquest of the environment...[which it must be remembered]
is not merely an economic activity; equally important is the
cognitive conquest, attempts to organize, divide, classify,
designate and thus control one's surroundings" ("Adaptation"
21). It is nothing new to suggest that the fairies
represent "nature"; Alan Bruford's statement can be taken as
representative of the line of thought:
The mischievous element has a lot to do
with the worldwide need for a concept
such as the fairies. In general they
represent in anthropomorphic form the
mysterious and numinous in wild nature,
the part of the world which is beyond
mankind's understanding--"the raw" of
Levi-Strauss, as against "the cooked,"
what man had mastered and put to his own
use. (MacDougall ix)

A more poetic version may be found in Robin Flower's

description of his feelings on emerging from a fairy-

storytelling session on the Great Blasket. On such clear
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nights, he says, he often had "a personal fancy" that there
was in the stars "a conscious life indifferent or inimical
to man":

In such a mood and under such a sky it
is easy enough to believe in the reality
of the fairies, and it may be that such
moods and such skies of night first gave
them birth; that from the cold lunar
rays and the restless sparkle of the
stars imagination bodied forth figures
and allegories of its own fears, and
gave them a being and a habitation on
the earth, and at last a power upon the
bodies and the minds of men. They are
an image of man's unreconciled distrust
of nature, and it was in the cities,
which have devised a thousand ways of
dissembling natural needs and natural
fears, that men began to forget them.
Here, too, they will be gone in a few
short years, I thought, for they have
for a habitation the minds of the old
men and women, and the young pecple no
longer believe in them. (140-41)

Writing of Scandinavian nature spirits, Kvideland and
Sehmsdorf say, "Perceiving their daily environment in
prescientific but eminently practical terms, the people
responded to nature in the way they experienced it, namely
as animate and possessed of will and tus capable of aiding
humans but also of doing them harm" (9). There has been,
perhaps understandably, little close analysis on these
general kinds of propositions, but I think that attention to
a nature/culture dichotomy with reference to specific
narratives and motifs does offer some insight into the codes

and symbols of fairy narrative.



A second implicit theme revolves around interpersonal
relationships, specifically around knowing, not knowing, and
being known. The fairies are the ultimate strangers, and
serve as metaphor for all that is strange not only in nature
but in other people. A concern with recognition can be seen
in fairy traditions from dites and ficts--"When Mr.
Collins's son acted any way strange, weird, or
incomprehensible when he was young, Mr. Collins usually said
to him, 'I believe you're in the fairies'" (74-152/13)--to
the most serious of personal experience narratives. The
incursions of the human world and the fairy world into one
another are the dramatic nucleus of the narratives, and
mediate constantly the oppositions suggested above.

My object in the organization of this thesis is to set
the material from my field research in the context of
related information from the same area, or on the same
subject, or in other ways pertinent, and to elucidate
particular issues or lines of thought arising from this
combination of material. The only way I found to preserve
the integrity of my field research, that is, to keep the
narratives together with the narrators, was to organize
chapters around informants or sets of informants rather than
along typological lines. This means that major types of
narratives or fairy experiences appear in almost every
chapter, but from a different perspective in each one. One

problem with working with material as rich as fairy



tradition is that almost any text or situation presents
numerous points of interest, and the pursuit of any one is
often at the expense of others. There is an unavoidable
labyrinthine quality to the analysis of some issues;
scanning portions of a draft of one chapter, a bewildered
reader remarked that it was like being fairy-led, you never
knew quite where you were going or why, and indeed, while
writing I felt sympathy with those persons who in
fascination follow small figures or luscious berries until
they suddenly "come to themselves" deep in the woods with no
idea how they got there or how to get back. But the
underlying principle of each chapter is to let my attempts
to impose order on the wilderness of field, archive,
scholarly and comparative material be guided by affinities
inherent in the material as well as by theoretical
considerations.

Centering chapters on informants also seemed the best
way to take the reader along the course of my investigation.
He or she may scrutinize my field methodology, gaffes and
all, as I knock hopefully on kitchen doors, and tell the
occupants that I heard they might know something about the
fairies. The process of my investigation is also mirrored
in the order of chapters: the first is based on the
literature and evolved from my musing over the seeming
contradiction between the stated decline of fairy traditions

and the many MUNFLA accounts (it also serves as a brief
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historical introduction and a cursory survey of the
literature, except for some modern work whose insights I
have preferred to apply to specific questions throughout the
study) ; the second and third chapters are the heaviest in
archive data, since I started in the archive; the last four
chapters concentrate more on my own field research. I would
like the material to unfold, as it did for me, until not
only the general patterns but turns of phrase, elliptical
references and recurrent images resonate against all the
narratives heard before.

By the seventh chapter--if not much sooner--the reader
will probably chafe at the "tedious consistency” that
Barbara Allen Woods points out allows the folklorist to
distinguish genuine from dubious sources (4), but the

r is one of , so that the reader

will, for example, readily recognize the artificiality of
certain literary representations mentioned in Chapter Six.

A large number of texts is also necessary to show the
importance of small details and key phrases like "something
to it" and "never the same," although there is the
possibility that the boredom induced by a huge sample may
defeat this very purpose by making it difficult to attend to
the finer points of a text. It seemed safer to err on the
side of too much rather than too little, however, in the
hope of avoiding the abstraction and generalization that

characterize much description of fairy tradition. In this



1
approach, attributes of the fairies are extrapolated from

various accounts and built into a kind of "profil

one
person hears fairy music, another goes astray, so the
investigator writes, "the fairies play music and lead people
astray."’ Besides giving an unfortunate coy tone to much
work on fairy lore, this composite approach has serious
shortcomings when applied to folk narrative or belief in
general, for the voices and views of "the folk" as
individuals are lost.

In assembling the relevant data, I tried to keep the
voices of my informants foremost, and not drown them in
comparative material or my own ideas, and to keep my
interpretive suggestions separate enough to be taken or left
while informants' contributions stand. At the same time I
have described my own role as carefully as possible, since
the field worker's approach is bound to have an impact on
what informants tell (or don't tell) her, even if she does
not know what it is. This is a particularly complicated
issue in regard to the fairies, as the following note will
make clear. It is followed by a few more preliminary

points.

For recent examples see Part Two of Peter Alderson

Smith's W. B. Yeats the Tribes of Dai ews
Ireland's Fairies (1987) and Chapter Two, "The Phuosophy of

Irish Fairylore," of Frank Kinahan's Yeat:

Occultism (1988).
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Some Preliminary Methodological Considerations

Contrary to popular opinion among non-residents and
even some livyers, Newfoundland has never been an isolated
place with a closed or homogeneous society; on the contrary,
there has always been considerable travel both on and to and
from the island. Seary, Story and Kirwin write of the
Avalon Peninsula, "Though one might, on a priori grounds,
have expected the communities of Avalon to be isolated
stagnant settlements, in fact there has been quite
remariable and continuous interchange and shift of
population throughout their recorded history."™ Migratory
and seasonal work patterns, they point out, "made
Newfoundlanders one of the most mobile of people," and
"helped to modify, though not to cancel out, that
separateness of the people of different areas remarked long
ago by Wix" (35-36). In 1836 Wix had written that "the
inhabitants of Conception Bay, although a neck of land of
only a few miles extent separates them from Trinity Bay,
differ from the inhabitants of the latter, as much as if
they were of a distant nation; the saue may be said of the
difference between those who live in Placentia and those who
live in Fortune Bay" (Seary et al 36). Melvin Firestone
comments on the differences in communities in the Northern
Peninsula area he studied in the 1960s: "differences in
aggressiveness, sobriety, fear of strangers, interest in

dance and song, and so forth"; he found it hard to account



for the variation "when derivation, environment, economy,
and cultural heritage are so similar" (Brothers vi-vii).
There are "good" and "bad" areas for fairy lore,
according to MUNFLA data. Some areas, like Notre Dame Bay,
show little; others, like Upper Island Cove or Bell Island,
can be seen from the number and detail of reports to be
veritable hotbeds. Although collections usually include
religion and ethnicity of area and informant, and there is
plenty of data from Protestants and Protestant areas, the
difference is often attributed to "Irishness," and I was
sometimes advised by informants to seek out "Irish" or
catholic enclaves for my research. It is true enough that
in heavily Irish areas like the Southern Shore and Cape
Shore fairy traditions are found in profusion, but they are
by no means limited to such areas. Upper Island Cove, for
example, is mainly English/Protestant, as is neighboring
Bishop's Cove where I recorded some of my richest material;
Bell Island is mixed. (I chose Conception Bay for most of
my fieldwork not only because it is the oldest settled area,
but because of its inextricable ethnic mixture.) Since
Newfoundland settlers came mostly from southwest England and
southeast Ireland (with smaller but significant elements
from France, Scotland, Wales, the Channel Islands and
Brittany), it seems evident that fairy traditions derive

from both strains, but because of the popular notion of
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"Irishness" I have devoted some attention to the matter at
various points in this study.

The more important questions about antecedent sources
concern adaptation. Is it possible, for example, in
comparing Newfoundland material to its parent stock, to see
selection and shaping according to the features of the "new"
environment? What are the distinctive contours here? I
have used comparative material mostly to consider such
questions of continuity and change, and processes of oral
tradition and the interpretation of experience. I have not
been systematic or comprehensive in the provision of
analogues--all the material in this study could be
extensively annotated from the major collections and motif-
indexes--but have used it mainly as it illuminates the
material at hand. Occasionally the similarities in other
cultures or eras that excited early students of fairy lore
like Keightley, Wright and Hartland have proved irresistible
to me, too, and I have given them some play. There is a
certain professional thrill in the sheer antiquity of fairy
lore, as when someone, for example, tells "Tam Lin" as it
happened in their community. Historical and literary

reverberations, ., are not a for the tradition

bearers, who have a different set of allusions and
associations. Since this study is primarily an attempt to
understand--or at least to present--fairy traditions from

their point of view, I have limited historical material to
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as much as will demonstrate the extraordinary continuity
which shows fairy tradition to contain powerful expressicns
of human needs and interests.

Comparison must ba tempered, too, by consideration of
the limitations of the available data. It must be
remembered that the documentation of fairy traditions in
Newfoundland has not been systematic or thorough, and is a
relatively recent undertaking. Except for the work of
MacEdward Leach, who in 1950 recorded some fairy material in
his quest for ballads, there was no collection until the
mid-1960s, when Herbert Halpert and John Widdowson began
their fieldwork on all folklore genres. Some of their
students, Virginia Dillon in 1964 and Michael Fagan in 1967,
for example, did superior "early" collections, and my
reliance on them will be apparent. A list of MUNFLA
materials on the fairies (compiled by myself and available
in MUNFLA) shows that there has been little abatement of
material since then, although some years were "better" than
others. The quality and quantity of material from the early
years was enhanced by courses taken on a year-long basis, in
which students could use the Christmas break to collect in
their home communities, and by Halpert's general survey
approach which explicitly included fairies as an area for
investigation. When classes were shortened to semester-
length, they became less conducive to the recording of long

narratives or discourse, and students could not always turn
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to their home communities to do fieldwork. As more
instructors taught more courses with different emphases,
fairies would not inevitably be mentioned as a possible
topic for collection. The reporting of fairy traditions,
then, has been random, depending on there being a student
from a community with fairy traditions, who had an interest
in those traditions himself, and the mobility to get to
informants within the required time. (Students have, of
course, collected from each other at university, and are
often excellent self-informants.) This element of chance
makes it dangerous to conclude that any motif or narrative
type is absent from Newfoundland just because it is not
found in the archive material. Sometimes a single text is
all that bars such a conclusion; the widespread fairy
midwife legend (ML5070), for example, appears in MUNFLA in a
single version (72-95/33-35:C1278/3-5). Told by an
informant who heard it from the midwife herself, it is so
complete, and so clearly assimilated to local tradition,
that it is impossible to believe that it could be the sole
version in Newfoundland. The apparent absence or even
"unusualness" of any particular item, then, must be treated
with caution. On the other hand, it can be stated with
confidence that some things are common or widespread, such
as carrying bread for protection; and when there are a great
many versions of an item, it can be seen that this or that

variation is unusual by comparison. In general, however,
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"unusual" (in this thesis) means "unusual in the archive
data."

Another reason why a full range of fairy traditions
cannot be assumed to be represented in MUNFLA is that some
people consider it dangerous, or at least inappropriate, to
talk about the fairies. Like all fairy traditions, this is
taken with varying degrees cf seriousness and is not found
everywhere, but it is possible that because of it, much
material from "true believers" will never be recorded.
There is even a formula to circumvent the prohibition:

Mr. Dwyer's grandmother, who reared him,
believed in the fairies and their powers
although she had never seen them. She
had a good collection of stories
concerning them which she and the other
neighbors [on Bell Island] would gather
together to discuss after tea when it
was dark. However, the fairies did not
like being discussed and would punish
anyone #ho told stories about them. She
would in opening her conversation say,
"This is Sunday (or Monday or whatever
day it was) and the fairies won't hear
us." This statement would prevent the
fairies from hearing the ensuing
conversation.® (FSC67-3/33)

Failure to maintain a respectful attitude could have dire
consequences, according to an Upper Island Cove collector:

If one should talk about or mock the
fairies, the old people will get really
upset. The old peopla of this town,

3There are ret%rances and examples of the formula in
Irish tradition in heOchaidh (374). Clara Murphy, a
Folklore grzduate student who grew up with fairy tradition,
has prefaced some of our conversations about the fairies
with this.



most of them, that is, really believe in
fairies.... The old people say that if
you talk bad about them they will try to
get you and punish you. It is said that
people have been captured by fairies and
brought back crippled up or blind or
gone mad. (79-317/13-14)

Some students confessed to unease themselves. One

that

Above all, a mortal should never inquire
too deeply into about the fairies or
their world for those who pry too much
into fairy affairs may never live to
write about them. If I were a believer
in fairies I would not continue to write
this paper, but I admit the idea is a
bit frightening, because I have heard so
many stories all my life about fairies
and fairy encounterments. (79-378/5)

Another said:

Now stories of fairies, ghosts or tokens
are not easily obtained from these
people [her family] because it is mostly
a taboo subject, especially tokens-
taboo because they are not told for the
sake of telling stories or stories to be
laughed at. The people who were the
main characters in these happenings have
a rigid belief in their truths and in
their powers; and while listening to
them, I found myself, if not exactly
fearful, then certainly a bit
apprehensive and a mite nervous at
laughing at some of the seemingly
humorous episodes. I found it
interesting that neither my unc

mother, or my grandfather wanted to talk
to me when there were others present.

My aunt even left the house when Nash
told her I was coming in to talk to him,
or rather, to listen to him. (79-404/3)
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Some informants will discuss some fairy traditions but not

others, such as those of a tragic aspect. One collector

said:

There's one [narrative] I recall about
Mina Norman who was captured by the
fairies on her way home from [the
informant's] house after borrowing some
oil for her mother's kerosene lamp. She
was gone for six or seven days. She was
in a poor condition when she was found.
Upon request for this story, [the
informant] replied, "We won't talk about
that poor little thing. She ended up in
the asylum." (74-210/11-12)

For various reasons, students have repcrted difficulty in

getting, as a formal project, stories that they had heard

all their lives. One wrote:

My father is from Carbonear which many
people claim was the land of the

fairies. His grandparents and parents
mentioned many stories of the fairies
and the devil to him when he was young.
Dad believes in them to the extent that
they were told to him by his parents as
true. During my childhood I heard such
stories, therefore, became interested in
this type of folklore. My original plan
was to visit my older relatives in
Carbonear. However, it turned out to be
not as successful as I thought. I found
that they were reluctant to talk about
it, especially Aunt Ann. She apparently
know many fairy tales but since my uncle
died last fall she refuses to talk about
such tales and claimed to have forgotten
them, and each time I mentioned stories
that my father had told me she would
just say, "Is that so," and start on a
new topic.... I don't know if I used
the wrong approach or not but few people
were willing to sit down and talk about
fairy tales and the devil, especially
when I mentioned anything about an
assignment in folklore or their names in
the archives. (71-75/3-4)

19



20

A Cupids collector set herself up to record fairy narratives
from her older relatives:

They eye my tape recorder with a certain
degree of mistrust and for a while I
believe I will be unable to evoke any
material from them on this occasion. My
grandmother for one does not understand
my true purpose in recording their
conversation and believes they are being
ridiculed by higher education. For some
time she refuses to partake in the
discussion. She is a woman who dislikes
to have her picture taken, and similarly
does not want her voice recorded on
tape.... Fairy stories seem to figure
prominently in this particular family.
Stories of strange phenomena are
slightly scoffed at...ghosts most likely
do not exist. Fairies on the other hand
most probably do. (83-39/3,6)

It can be hard to explain the purpose of collection,
especially for a thesis, to those unfamiliar with the
workings of university. A few times I mentioned to
informants that I was writing a book-length study, in order
to show how important the project is to me; but I found that
they would then refer to my "book," and although it was
generally in a positive way, the implication was that I
would make money from it. I remembered one student's report
that her informant's brother "said I would get no stories
there because I was getting them too cheap. He did not like
the idea of those 'big university fellas getting their
information for nothing'" (76-82/32). So I usually found it
simpler to let the project be seen as a paper for a course,

although it was a bit embarrassing when they would ask me,



21
years later, if I had "passed," and I had to tell them I
still was not finished.

I encountered evasion early in my inquiries but was not
discouraged by it because I did not know that I was being
put off. After the experience with Randy Newman on Bell
Island, I began to ask everyone I met about the fairies.
Two people, one in St. Thomas and one in Shoe Cove, declared
that they had never heard anything about them; it was not
until later, after I got to know them a little, that they
told me of fairy experiences involving members of their own
families (described in Chapter Seven). Meanwhile, however,
I had begun reading in the archives, and found potentially
discouraging information in this vein. One student's
informant told him it would be a waste of time to try to
collect fairy stories in Salmonier:

He said that the people would be quite

suspicious of an inquiring stranger and

simply would not cooperate. He also

mentioned that I would very likely run

into persons who sincerely believed in

fairies and who knew the stories that he

had related to me but would not admit to

either believing in fairies or to

knowing any of the stories. (72-161/1)
This informant had moved away from the area, which perhaps
allowed him a more detached perspective, for he also told
the collector that while in Grand Falls, "it never dawns on
him to even think about the fairies or any other
supernatural happenings.... However, once he crosses the

bridge into Salmonier he says that all that changes and he



becomes extremely religious and just as terrified."

possible that having moved, he never saw supernatural

22

It is

traditions through increasingly mature eyes, and so never

outgrew them; he then projects his belief onto the community

as a whole. In any case, intense childhhood fear of the

fairies is well-documented, and it cannot be supposed that

everyone who feels it throws it off entirely; this

uneasiness could well be an obstacle to casual talk about

them.

one student spoke feelingly of the pervasive influence

of supernatural narratives on her childhood imagination:

"Our heads were so filled with stories of witches, spirits

and tokens, that we lived in constant fear of the dark and

of seeing or hearing something that was supernatuzai.” As a

folklore student she wondered, "Do the people still tell

these old stories?"

I went out to Bonavista to find out, and
to collect these old stories.... I
approached several people who used to be
good storytellers but they insisted that
they didn't know any stories. It was
frustrating to be told by everyone that
I talked to that if poor Alb or poor so
and so were alive now, they could tell
me stories.... So at this point I had
to reassess the situation. I knew the
stories I wanted to hear, so I put away
the tape recorder and my notebook and
just went visiting.... I took my mother
along with me. This turned out to be a
good idea. Mom is sixty-one, old-
fashioned, knows everybody's relatives
and enjoys tracing back people and
events.

I discovered that these stories are
still being told among the older people,
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providing the conversation goes in the
right direction. I believe one of the
difficulties in getting these stories in
isolation is that these stories are the
basis of the beliefs of the people, they
are not sure whether they believe them
or not, at least, they are not prepared
to argue about their validity. They are
told in a conversational manner, where
you know your audience and can get
agreement. By telling me their stories,
in isolation, I feel, the people, not
knowing me that well, were not sure
whether they were sub]ectmg their
beliefs to ridicule or whether I was
genuinely interested. (79-708/3-5)

She found that her infcrmants did not understand her desire
to hear a story for its own sake; to them, it was crucial to
know who the stories were about:

...on several occasions when I was doing
fieldwork, I remember a story being held
up for several minutes while the
storyteller and I became thoroughly
frustrated; he because I couldn't
remember the person he was talking
about, and I because I didn't know the
person and couldn't understand why it
was so necessary for me to know him. So
now, when somebody says do you know John
Jones, Kathy's father, I pretend to have
some recollection of the
person...otherwise, it can take forever
to trace a person's genealogy and
there's always the danger that you might
not get the story if you do not know the
person involved. (7)

A Bell Island collector also spoke of the advantages of
previous contact:

I found I had to know what my informant
had in terms of fairy stories. Both men
were very reluctant to talk about the

fairies and I was constantly mentioning
stories that they had told previously.

My pre-interview consisted of talking to
the children of the men. In this way I



was able to get the stories I needed and

was able to use them in prodding the men

to relate the experiences I later

collected. (74-43/22)
Pondering these difficulties, I hit upon the plan of
contacting some of the student collectors who had written on
the fairies, or people who had already served as informants
or been mentioned as potential informants. This is how,
directly or indirectly, I got most of my informants. They
in turn often suggested other people for me to visit, and I
do not consider my inquiry complete because I still have a

list of potential informants that time has not allowed me to

try.

not: e O materi

The names of individuals figuring in reports are
changed unless otherwise stated, but not the names of
collectors. Spelling is reproduced exactly as in the
archive document, including collectors' attempts to render
dialectal speech through nonstandard spelling (painful as
this is to me). The use of brackets in a quotation or text
is always mine, and parentheses are the collector's.

All quotations from MUNFLA are identified by accession
numbers. The first two numbers show the year, or sometimes
the following year, in which the item was recorded;
exceptions are noted. The last number(s)--after the slash--

refer to the page(s). The prefix "FSC" indicates a Folklore
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