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ART. XIII.—The Curfew Bell in Cumberland and Westmor-
land. By Miss POWLEY, Langwathby, Penrith. 

Read at Gilsland, June zest, 1877. 

WE have repeatedly read in London papers that the 
 sound of the curfew has ceased in England, but that 

is one of the mistakes persons fall into from ignorance of 
other than their own experience. It has indeed been dis-
continued in metropolitan churches, and those of some 
large towns where incessant noise rendered it less dis-
tinguishable or desirable, in later years. At 

Stratford-on-Avon, last year, a party proposed its abolition, and in civic 
council gained a majority of one over the supporters of 
the curfew and its old associations. A desperate feud was 
the result—war to the knife, it was said ; but the decree was 
reversed, and, after a year's silence, now again " The curfew 
tolls the knell of parting day," as in Shakspeare's time, 
to the delight of those who wish to keep up the remaining 
associations with him ; and would that it were as easy 
to restore his mulberry tree, or to scrape off the whitewash 
with which Malone covered his bust ! After this restor-
ation it was commented on as " the single instance of the 
ringing of the curfew now in England." But, in reality, 
in numerous quiet towns, and some very stirring ones, it 
has never ceased to be rung nightly since its institution. 
• Where the population is not a migratory one, a custom so 
old has such manifold associations with the past history 
and events of the place, and with the lives of their fore-
fathers there, that it is not likely to be given up, generally, 
for any saving to be thereby effected, or any belief of the 
people in strangers' suggestions as to its deleterious effect 
on the brain. Though its sound be not so musical as that 
of Moore's " Evening Bells," or as the carrillons of the 

R 	 Continental 

 
 
tcwaas_001_1878_vol3_0016



128 	 THE CURFEW BELL. 

Continental towns, and now of some of those in England, the 
curfew has its own charm of old and tender remembrance. 
With early, healthy, English life it is linked in beneficent 
association of home, peace, order, and security ; and in 
the silence which succeeds its last strokes—usually giving 
one for each day in the month, which might all of old time 
be very useful as information — there seems a special 
solemnity. 

From very early times there appears to have been an idea 
of safety connected with bells. Beside the wide-spread 
Romish superstition of their power against evil spirits, 
which the Council in the reign of Edward VI. combated 
so effectually by. removing from many churches the bells 
dedicated to saints, and leaving only one to be rung for 
service, they had other claims to regard. There are on 
record many instances of life having been saved, when 
benighted travellers, at the sound of the familiar bell, 
recognized their locality, and regained their home, after 
being utterly lost amid the swamps and fogs of yore. In 
a work, " Church Bells of Leicestershire," I see mentioned 
two bequests for this service, to be performed for ever, 
from such grateful remembrance, and I hear of similar 
instances elsewhere. From these and the lights of science 
on the subject, we see through the haze of superstition, 
touching unconsciously the truth, how the wisdom of our 
forefathers is justified in having such nightly ringing from 
fixed places, and also in hanging bells of powerful sound 
over the heads of their horses, in the long and perilous jour-
neys over fell and dale, and through such fogs and storms as 
the pack-horse gangs were long exposed to. It is demon-
strated by Professor Tyndall that neither rain, hail, snow, 
nor fog is a damper of sound. When the method of sig-
nalling by sound along the shores and coasts was falling 
into disrepute, it was shown by unerring tests that the 
clearness or density of the air has no power of limiting or 
extending the range of sound. At sea, in a fog which the 
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most powerful magnetic lights cannot pierce, the sound of 
a bell can be distinctly heard. 

At Penrith, in this county, the curfew is rung nightly, 
and at Kirkby Stephen, in Westmorland ; also at the old 
church of Newcastle-upon-Tyne. I have enquired for it 
of friends elsewhere, and one tells me he heard the sound 
of the curfew from the cathedral at Durham, in June, 
1876, and adds, in reference to the custom by the poets, 
that Milton's lines should not be forgotten,— 

"Over some wide-watered shore, 
Swinging slow with sullen roar; " 

which is said to have been written at Shotover Hill, near 
Oxford, probably when the river was flooded, and exactly 
describes the sound of Great Tom, the Oxford curfew, 
which gave 101 strokes at half-past nine. Another heard 
the curfew in August, 1876, at Shrewsbury, and has no 
reason to think it left off at Great St. Mary's, Cambridge, 
nor at Richmond in Yorkshire ; and a third says there 
may be numerous curfews heard in the south and midland 
counties. In the work above-mentioned, "Church Bells of 
Leicestershire," it is said that the curfew is rung every night 
at eight o'clock at St. Martin's, and was at St. Mary's, in 
the same town, till 1865. At Loughborough, Lutterworth, 
Barton-on-Soar, and Bottesford, it is still to be heard every 
night at eight o'clock; and at Blaby, Belgrave, Burbage, 
Hinckley, Kegworth, Lockington, Melton Mowbray, Sheep-
shed, Sheppy Magna, and Libstone, during the winter 
months, every night at eight. This, for one county, gives 
pretty good proof of the survival of the curfew, — but 
Leicestershire is called the county of bells. 

Among the old churches of the north there seems to 
have been considerable variation as to the local and ordi-
nary name of the curfew. I have heard of it at Penrith, 
as it clanged out, winter and summer, as the " eight o'clock 
bell." Some years ago, when old local words became of 
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more interest, it was communicated by the late Mrs. 
Brown, that in her childhood it was popularly named " 't 
Taggy bell ; " and she remembered old persons saying to 
children that, if they were out after it rung, " Taggy would 
get them." Mr. Sullivan, then in Penrith, among others 
heard this, and in his letters to the Kendal Mercury, after-
wards published as " Cumberland and Westmorland, 
Ancient and Modern," gave as explanation to this word, 
"toekke," to cover, Danish ; and thus connected with 
couvre feu (curfew). This has been quoted by Mr. Ferguson 
and others, on Sullivan's authority ; yet the interpretation 
always seems to me open to many objections. First, it 
is an incomplete and a clumsy compound ; the element of 
fire is not represented in it. With all his Celtic leanings, 
Mr. Sullivan could not deny the predominant influence in 
the dialect. " Toekke," v. a., means only to cover, thatch, 
or " Toekke " s., a roof, cover, and always a material and 
permanent one. If it was to mean covering-bell or ex-
tinguisher, it should have been " tækkning " bell, accord-
ing to Danish or Cumbrian analogy. It is, moreover, 
usual for us to harden the consonants in words which we 
share with northern counties, as in hoeg, Danish, our hawk ; 
boeg, Dan., our book ; stæg, Dan., our stake, and many 
other instances, rather than to soften k into g. The first 
roofs being of straw, or lyng, or soft grass, this word re-
mained with such, for the most part ; though " tyle 
thatcher " occurs in some old Yorkshire records, this was 
doubtless soon modified to tyler, as slater, when other 
materials became common for roofs. " As wet as thack " 
is a proverbial north-country expression, and refers to the 
necessity of having the straw or grass in a state sufficiently 
moist to make it easily settle in its place. A brook which 
flows through the town of Penrith is named Thackabeck, 
possibly because it is covered over in its passage under 
some streets. 

There is, however, another Danish word, " Taage," 
mist, 
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mist, gloom, to which this name, and the manner of its 
use, in the two old towns (Penrith and Kirkby Stephen), 
where only it is known, seem with more probability to point, 
as appealing to the vague terrors of the night, which not to 
childhood alone might once have been formidable, and 
powerful in repressing night wanderers. In a Danish 
poem on Will o' the Wisp, it is said- 

" Han lo ad Taage, lo ad Slud, 
Og cold Natte Vinde." 

He laughed at the mist (or darkness), laughed at the sleet, 
and at the cold night wind. " At gaae i Taaget " is a figu-
rative Danish expression applied to one lost in a fog, as we 
say, or mentally dense. There are in several English 
counties dialect words which seem allied to this ; as 
" thaggy," Yorkshire, misty, dark. "Tharky," in some 
southern county ; and we have " daggy," " danky," or 
" donky," and other words for drizzling rain, or fog, with 
the common change to d from t. 

It is well known that long before the Norman Conquest 
a bell was used to be rung, to cause the extinction of fires 
in towns, not only in England and Denmark, but in many 
Continental countries where houses were of wood or of 
combustible materials. 	But through the Conqueror's 
edict in 1068, the practice acquired new authority, and 
through his language its new name of curfew— in the 
south, at least. In the north, we know this after reading 
history, but better and more practically as identical with 
the eight o'clock bell of Penrith, after our acquaintance with 
Gray's " Elegy " and some of Mrs. Hemans' poems. It 
does not seem likely that a translation of curfew should 
have reached or been adopted into " the vulgar tongue, " in 
a district where the Norman never set foot ; and where all 
his influence has not yet changed the popular name of 
Penrith Fell into Inglewood Forest. That seems to us 
quite a lately-acquired piece of book-knowledge. 
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I have not heard of curfew as a term in general use in 
any of the old northern towns. At Newcastle-on-Tyne, 
Brockett says the name and object of the ringing is well 
known, as in other places, to a great number of the in-
habitants ; but yet, when it rings at eight, on nights before 
fairs, from the old church of St. Nicholas, he says it is 
called the " Thieves' and Rievers' bell," and considered an 
invitation to such characters. The name of Nicholas, the 
patron saint of mariners, to whom so many churches in sea 
ports are dedicated, might have something to do with that ; 
as he, somehow, in a very proper way, and for their refor-
mation, I believe, became also the patron of thieves and 
vagabonds ; and so his name is associated with theirs in 
many old writers, and in Scott's works, as " St. Nicholas' 
Clerks." In the name " Rievers' bell " the idea seems 
predominant of robbery and spoliation in the darkness, as 
well it might be there of old. In that of " Taggy bell" of 
Penrith, there seems rather a simple appeal to the terrors 
of children against the personification of " the power that 
walketh in darkness ; " as often foolish persons still speak 
of the Boggle, or the Bo-man, to frighten or restrain them. 
Charles Lamb says that the dread of darkness predomi-
nates in the sinless period of infancy ; and Darwin and 
others think that, perhaps from some conformation of the 
brain affected by long ages of mental action, resulting 
from the necessity of constant watchfulness against brute 
and human enemies, in the dark especially, these mental 
terrors may be inherited from our gloom-fearing savage 
ancestors. 	The " Neifelheim " (place of torment) of 
Northern mythology was a pit of mist and damp, and 
sorrowful wading among reptiles ; and in the early days of 
the Northmen in England there must have been great 
dread and discomfort in districts with such a rainfall as 
ours, with such abundant streams and undrained lands, 
with their dense fogs, and exaggerated mists, and mislead-
ing lights. Surely these may have some association with, 
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or influence on, the name " Taggy bell," if it is a Danish 
word, which analogy does not forbid the probability of—
though nothing more positive may be said—and if so, as 
Bell of the Gloaming, the Mist, or the Darkness, it is a 
more natural as well as a more powerful and poetical term, 
than if it is considered merely as that for the Norman 
extinguisher. 

Many authorities prove the antiquity of the eight o'clock 
bell before the institution of the Norman curfew in Eng-
land. Though this was rigidly observed by the extinction 
of all fires and candles in William's reign, in that of Henry 
I. the edict was repealed or modified, so far that lamps 
were restored at court, after the ringing of the curfew. 
In the reign of Richard I., in London, it was enacted of 
persons wandering by night, " it is forbidden that any be 
so daring as to be found wandering about the streets of the 
city after the curfew rings out at St. Martin's Le Grand, 
or St. Saviours, on pain of being proscuted." In a late 
article on East London, by Rev. Harry Jones, is mentioned 
the ringing of the curfew at St. George's not long ago. 

Mr. Ornsby said that bells were rung in his parish, and in some ad-
joining, at six o'clock in the evening, and that could scarcely be called 
curfew. They were rung also at six in the morning and at noon, the 
latter being called the angelus bell. He was not aware of any other 
place except Yorkshire where such ringing of bells took place. Dr. 
Simpson said there was great variety in the time of ringing the bells. 
Early morning bells were often rung to give intimation to labourers 
that it was time to rise and go to work. At six o'clock the bell might 
be rung to intimate that the day's work was ended. He should like 
to see a list of the places where the eight o'clock bell is still rung. 
He would like to have better proof, and he was not so convinced as 
to swear to it, but in all probability Curfew did exist before William 
the Conqueror's time. Mr. Ornsby said that the six o'clock bell was 
more likely rung to call people to prayers. 

Note by the Editor. At Rocliffe, near Carlisle, an eight o'clock bell is rung 
under the name of the " Curfew Bell," but this custom dates back only some thirty 
years, to the rebuilding of the Church. 
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