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ART. V.—Superstitions connected with Illness, Burial, and 
Death in East Cumberland. By HENRY PENFOLD. 

Read at Penrith, September 13th, 1906. 

ILLNESS, death, and burial are always mixed up with 
a certain amount of mystery, and afford an oppor-

tunity for the intrusion of the occult and the fanciful. 
This I imagine to be the cause of the superstitions which 
this paper describes.* Their origin I do not undertake 
to trace. 

Among the chief of these, and still holding its own, is 
the belief in charms for various skin diseases, such as 
erysipelas and eczema. The procedure consists in rubbing 
with a stone, and at the same time muttering some 
invocation to the Trinity, the exact words of which are 
unknown to the patient. The time of operation is 
important ; it must be between sunset and sunrise, or the 
charm is inoperative, and the sufferer must undergo treat-
ment three nights in succession. Another important 
regulation is that no charge is levied, the patient being in 
the happy position of paying what he chooses, though it 
is generally conceded that to pay in anything less than 
silver would be an insult to the operator. The possession 
of these powers of charming can only be transmitted to 
members of the opposite sex, and once transmitted can 
be exercised as long as life lasts. In Brampton and its 
immediate neighbourhood there are still three charmers 

' In these Transactions, vol. viii., p. 225, is an article on " Some East 
Cumberland Superstitions," by the Rev. H. J. Bulkeley. See also articles by 
Mr. H. S. Cowper, F.S.A., on the " Folk-lore of Hawkshead," vol. xiv., p. 371 ; 
and by Mrs. T. H. Hodgson on " Surviving Fairies," vol. i„ N. s., p. 116. That 
charms were used by moss-troopers in the days of Bishop Nicolson is shown in 
N.S., vi., art. 20. The instances given in the present paper are personally 
known to the writer, who has taken pains to verify the information given. 
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whose skill is frequently sought, not only by the illiterate, 
but by educated people whom one would expect to know 
better. Thirty years ago there were at least a dozen 
professional charmers of this character spread over the 
parishes which now form the Brampton Union. 

A charm also existed for toothache. It consisted in a 
piece of paper on which was written by the charmer some. 
portion of Scripture. This was taken by the patient, and 
stitched into the clothing about the chest. It was not to 
be looked at, or the charm was broken ; nor was it to be 
taken from the person, or the sufferer would again suffer 
from the complaint. This charm is now completely dead, 
though forty years ago in Brampton a woman, who lived 
in a cottage called " The Hole in the Wall," seems to have 
been the happy possessor of a large and lucrative practice. 
At Irthington a person, who had secured a charm for 
toothache, wore it stitched in her stays for seven years. 
The stays being worn out a new pair was procured, the 
charm meanwhile forgotten. Toothache again took 
possession and brought to mind the charm, which trans-
ferred to the new pair of stays, secured the sufferer from 
her troublesome complaint. 

There is a humorous element in the cure for whooping 
cough which was in common use a generation ago. 
Children who suffered from the malady locally called the 
kink cough were taken to a mill, and held over the hopper 
while the mill was in motion. My informant said he 
remembered being taken to a country mill during an 
epidemic of this cough, and along with twenty or thirty 
others being subjected to the operation, which he said 
completely cured the " kinking." 

Another cure for this complaint is to go to a person 
who did not change her name at marriage, and to eat food 
given by her. A third cure is to make the sufferer breathe 
the breath of an entire horse. A man whom I knew very 
well underwent this ordeal when quite a little boy. A 
slight variation of this cure is met with in the practice of 

 
 
 
tcwaas_002_1907_vol7_0008



56 	SUPERSTITIONS IN EAST CUMBERLAND. 

taking children into a stable ; the larger the stable and 
the greater the number of horses, the better for a speedy 
cure. 

For warts the cures are many and various. If you tie 
a horsehair round the neck of a wart, according to some 
the wart will quickly go away of its own accord. Others, 
again, cured themselves by going to a butcher's and 
stealing a piece of meat, which they buried in the ground;. 

as the meat rotted away, so the wart also took its depar-
ture. Rubbing with a black snail and then throwing it 
over the left shoulder was a cure regarded with favour by 
many. The most ludicrous of all, and perhaps the most 
common, was to gather as many small pebbles as you had 
warts ; put them in a bag, go to a place where three roads 
meet, and throw bag and pebbles over the left shoulder. 
Whoever was unlucky enough to pick up the bag picked 
up the warts from their former possessor. 

For burns the remedy in common use two generations 
ago was as follows :—Bury in the earth for two days a 
bottle of cream ; then disinter the bottle, and use the 
cream as an ointment spread on linen rag. One applica-
tion was considered sufficient, as the rag must not be 
removed until the burn was healed. 

The common remedy for rheumatism was carrying a 
potato in the pocket. The writer knows two old persons 
who carry this simple charm, and say that it is a safe 
cure. For jaundice the cure was to burn the urine of the 
patient in the room where he was lying. For a sty on 
the eye no better cure could be found, according to some 
old wives, than to rub it with a gold ring—a wedding-ring 
by preference. 

Thirty years ago there was still living in Brampton a 
woman whose powers of healing, if we may believe all 
tales, were little less than supernatural. A poisoned finger 
was cured by simply rubbing, while the sting of a burn was 
licked out and ease immediately given. The name of this 
wonderful person was Kitty Cochrane, and I am amazed 
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to find the number of persons who have visited her. She 
has been long dead, and no successor has arisen to take 
her place. 

It will be noticed that these cures are for the more 
simple ailments. Whether medical practitioners in olden 
days were not asked to treat such complaints I cannot 
tell, but the cures given point to this conclusion. 

It would be interesting to investigate the extent to 
which wells* were superstitiously used in the cure of 
disease. There is a " Holy Well" in Kingwater, but what 
its ancient use was I cannot say. 

A sixpence is regarded by many as the most unlucky 
coin that can be found. Many people absolutely refuse. 
to pick up a sixpence which has been lost. An instance 
is given in which some person picked up this unlucky 
coin in the road, and no end of illness followed on the 
daring act. 

In the making of pillows and feather beds none but the 
feathers of tame fowl are to be used. To stuff these 
articles with the feathers of wild fowl would be to court 
disaster, for no sound sleep could be had while resting on 
them, and in the end illness would certainly follow ; if a 
person came to die on such a bed, the result would be the 
most uneasy death that could be imagined. To induce 
sound sleep, and to make a patient die easily, it was a 
common practice to take the feathers out of the pillows 
and stuff them with hops. 

Another strange belief which existed in Brampton until 
recently was in the efficacy of the death-chair. It was 
described to me as a high-backed chair made of hard 
wood, and well " leathered " or upholstered. Persons 
nearing their latter end were supposed to die more 
easily in a sitting position and in this chair than in any 

* See The Legendary Lore of the Holy Wells of England," by R. C. Hope,. 
F.S.A., with many notices of wells in our district, chiefly taken from articles 
by the Rev. James Wilson of Dalston, in the Penrith Observer. Also these 
Transactions, N.S., ii., art. v.—ED. 

 
 
 
tcwaas_002_1907_vol7_0008



58 
	

SUPERSTITIONS IN EAST CUMBERLAND. 

other way. The chair was loaned out by sympathising 
neighbours, and it is not too much to say that hundreds 
of persons have died while sitting upon it. It is now 
some years since this gruesome relic was used, and in the 
interval the chair, along with other furniture in the same 
cottage, has been seized for debt. 

Some dreams have long been regarded as foretelling the 
end of life. These prophetic visions go back far beyond 
the time of the modern " Dream-book." To dream of 
combing insects from the head means that death will soon 
take away a relation or a close friend. To dream of 
losing teeth portends the same result. I was told only 
two or three days ago that every death in my informant's 
family had followed the first of these dreams. 

If a cock crows at nightfall with his head to the west, 
or if a bird taps at the window with its beak, death will 
surely and shortly enter the dwelling. A silent but sure 
sign of death is to see a falling star. The belief in audible 
death warnings is still strong with many. One or two 
illustrations which have come under my own notice will 
be sufficient. 

A girl lay dying in a lonely country farmhouse. About 
midnight a loud resounding knock was heard at the front 
door. The girl herself heard it, and asked the relative 
who was watching by the bedside to go out and answer 
the summons. No one was found at the door. The same 
thing followed twice over at intervals of an hour or 
thereabouts. The patient remarked the wonderful 
character of the sounds, and said " It is my death 
warning." Shortly afterwards she died. My informant, 
who was the nurse in the case, is not at all imaginative, 
but thoroughly believes the story to be true. 

Death warnings, according to those who believe in 
them, are not confined to one kind of sound. Rumblings, 
thumps, knocks, and other noises are all premonitory. A 
great white horse, ridden by a lady, which the occupants 
of a Cumrew cottage saw approach and heard knock at 
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the door, was regarded by them as the warning of a death 
which followed. There is no more certain death warning, 
according to many, than the howling of a dog three times 
during the night. 

Wraiths were at one time a common sort of apparition. 
Mr. Peter Burn used to tell a story about his old nurse, 
Bessie Harding, an old Brampton woman, who only 
passed to her rest last year ; and as it illustrates this 
belief, I give it in his own words :—" Cracking with 
Bessie, I had something of her experience. To my 
remark, ' You believe in wraiths, Bessie ? ' she replied, 
`Believe in wraiths; that I do, master ! Yer oan mother, 
hed she been to the fore, wad hae witnessed to my hevin' 
seen Esther Railton's wraith. Peer Esther dee'd next 
day, at the varra hour she meade her appearance to me." 
These apparitions of the living* are evidently a relic of a 
bygone day. 

Only one old woman that I have interviewed in 
gathering the material for this paper affirms that she has 
seen a wraith. A remarkable ghost frequented both 
Corby and Kielder Castle. It stayed six months at each 
place, and was often seen crossing Highstane Common, 
Bewcastle, sometimes in one form and sometimes in 
others. It has been seen as a carriage and pair, as a 
drove of black cattle, and as a drove of wild horses. It 
was generally supposed to be the spirits of persons 
murdered at or about Corby, and the person who saw it 
knew that his end was near. The grandson of a man 
who saw these forms gave me this information. 

The laying out of the corpse is an important occasion, 

* A wraith is a spiritual appearance of one now living, while a ghost is the 
spirit form of one dead. A remarkable story, in which a ghost was expected to 
give evidence in a case at Carlisle Assizes (25 Charles II.), is told in the memoirs 
of Henry Winder from his History of the Rise, Progress, Declension, and 
Revival of Knowledge, in 2 vols. quarto, 1740. The story is worth perusing, as 
many well-known county justices are mentioned. I imagine the memoir is 
from the pen of Winder's friend, George Benson, D.D. Both men were natives 
of the same district—Winder from Hutton John, and Benson from Great 
Salkeld. 
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attended by sympathising neighbours. A curious custom 
at this time is that in the room where the body is lying 
all the glass is covered, particular care being taken that 
mirrors should be hidden with white cloth. This pre-
caution is taken on the ground that it is unlucky for 
anyone to see the reflection of a corpse in the glass. Any 
clock in the room where a corpse lies ought not to be 
allowed to go during the time that the room is so 
occupied. 

In January of this year (1906) I had occasion to visit a 
cottage where a corpse lay. I was amazed to find on its 
breast a sod, the green side of which rested on the body. 
Upon the sod was a plate of salt. On enquiring the 
reason for this strange proceeding, I was informed that it 
was to prevent the swelling, or " heaving," as it is locally 
called, of the dead body, and I was also mysteriously 
answered with the quotation " Earth to earth." 

It is a current belief among old-fashioned countryfolk 
that a corpse which has not become stiff indicates a death 
within another year in the same house. Two instances 
of this have come under my own notice. At Hayton an 
old man died ; his sister remarked to a friend of mine-
" John "—another brother—" thinks he's stiffening, but 
he's nut. John 'ill nut be lang till he follows." 

To visit a corpse without touching it is running a grave 
risk; indeed, I have been practically commanded to touch 
it. If you refuse, your rest will be disturbed for long 
afterwards with dreams of the deceased and of death. 

The belief in death-lights, or " deed leets," once a 
common article of faith with many, is now confined to a 
very few, and these old persons. A death-light has been 
described to me as a " blue lowe " about three feet high, 
which leaves the house the moment death has taken place 
and traverses the road that the funeral will follow. It 
enters the church under the door, and stands on the exact 
spot where the coffin will stand, flooding the building 
with light. Out of the church it eventually comes, and 
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takes its way to the spot where the grave will be dug, and 
ends its career by sinking into the ground there. 

A weird account of a death-light was given me by a 
friend whose father had the fortune, or misfortune, to see 
it. He met it as he was returning home one evening, 
and boldly endeavoured to stop its progress to see what 
the light really was. He succeeded for a few minutes in 
preventing its advance, but in an unwary moment he let 
it pass ; it slipped between his legs, and sped its onward 
course to the churchyard. The sequel to so much foolish 
bravado, as may be expected, was most serious. Two 
days afterwards, when the funeral came to the spot where 
the encounter had taken place, the horse drawing the 
hearse stopped, absolutely refusing to move an inch. The 
difficulty was only got over by taking the coffin from the 
hearse, and passing it between the legs of the man who 
had barred the way to the death-light. After this had 
been done no further trouble occurred, and the procession 
arrived safely at the church. It is a good omen to see 
a death-light, for you then know that the soul of the 
departed is at peace. 

In Northern Notes and Queries, I have already called 
attention to the corpse-roads of this corner of the country. 
It is an ancient belief that the course along which a 
corpse is taken becomes a public right of way. An 
instance of this claim has quite recently come under my 
own notice at Brampton. A death took place in 1905 at 
the hamlet of Crooked Holme, only some six minutes'-
walk from the Old Church. Between the two places there. 
is a public right-of-way for foot passengers, and also an 
occupation road between farms. When the funeral day 
came it was decided to go round by the Longtown road, 
as it was deemed that taking the short route would create 
a public right-of-way for driving purposes. 

I should like to take this opportunity of setting down 
the route of a Bewcastle corpse-road. The road was from 
E.11ery Cleugh and Hobs Rigg cottages, now in a decaying 
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condition.* The road ran from Ellery Cleugh straight 
down a little three-acre field to the junction of a burn 
called the Bodrigg with White Line. It crossed the 
stream just at this junction on to the grounds of the Park 
farm. From the stream it went up a grass field past an 
old limekiln, then on to the present Park farmhouse, 
which is built on the site of the road. From this point it 
went down a four-acre grass field in front of the Park 
house, thence on to Peela Hill ground, and through a 
grass field belonging that farm into a meadow called Lea 
Hole, out of this into another Peela Hill field called Tod 
Faulds ; through the Tod Faulds on to the lands of Bew-
castle desmesne, past Bewcastle limekiln, and over the 
Hall Hills to church. This is taken down verbatim, and 
is a good example of an ancient corpse-road—a road which 
was only a corpse-road, over which no other right-of-way 
save burials existed, and which through being a corpse-
road became a public footpath. 

Though not strictly within the scope of this paper, I 
might mention that an ancient custom still exists at 
Brampton—the public invitation to funerals by the town 
bellman. The invitation is thus worded :—" John Blank 
requests all friends and neighbours to attend the funeral 
of his mother to-morrow at two o'clock, to lift at three, 
to be interred at the Old Church." At Hayton the public 
are invited by the ringing of the church bell on the 
morning of a funeral ; while, as far as I can gather, in all 
other parishes of this Union the friends are bidden by 
verbal invitation. 

These " old, wives' santers,"± as many I have inter- 

* The old man who told me of this road numbers among his acquaintances 
one who can go back seventy years, and in that time remembers over one 
hundred cottages then occupied by a sturdy class of agricultural labourers, but 
now fallen or falling into ruin. 

t Anters, auntres, is the old contraction of ' ` adventures "—e.g., " the aunters 
of Arthur at Tarnwathelayne," i.e., the adventures of Arthur at Tarn Wadling. 
Anters in this sense is not given in Prevost's Glossary, nor is " santers ; " but 
the adverb anters, ananters, is, of course, equivalent to " peradventure."—ED. 
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viewed call them, make great demands upon credulity ; 
and, indeed, of the superstitions mentioned in this paper, 
the only one that shows signs of continued existence is 
the charming for skin diseases. Still, popular beliefs die 
hard. It is nearly half a century since a contributor to 
Whellan wrote of Cumrew :—" Fifty years ago superstition 
was rife in this neighbourhood, and there were plenty of 
ghosts and witches ; the schoolmaster, however, has 
banished them all." This triumph of pure reason was 
somewhat premature. 
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