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X I .— TH E  M IDSUM M ER BONFIRE, AT W H A L T O N .

B y  t h e  R e v . J. W a l k e r ,  Hon. Canon of Newcastle 

and* Rector, of .Whalton.

[Read on the 25th November, 1903.]

In the quiet* village of. Whalton there survives a custom the 
origin of which is unknown by those who perpetuate it year by year, 
and is perhaps only guessed at by, the antiquary and the student. 
Every year on the fourth of July as the sun goes down a huge bonfire 
is made and lighted on the village green, and this is done not only ■ 
regularly as to time but with certain formalities as to the manner of 
it. We cannot aver that there is any organization for carrying out 
the ceremony, yet as the day- approaches the question of the fire is 
mooted and discussed as well by - the elders of the community as the 
more youthful. There is a general concensus that the custom must 
be kept up as heretofore, and thereupon some of the male adults 
begin to consider how and where the necessary faggots can be 
collected, and the more experienced, I mean those, who have lived 
longest in the village and most often taken part in carrying on the 
custom assume the position of leaders. Fallen trees will be noted, 
the thinnings; of some plantation, or the remains of a demolished 
fence are bespoken, or often enough permission is asked and readily 
given to cut down the whin bushes on some 4 outby ’ common or barren 
land. The young men with the chosen leader will give a few evenings 
to the collection - and preparation . of the faggots. Then on the 
evening of The fourth of July with the same ceremony year after year, 
the faggots are. brought into the.yillage.and deposited upon precisely 
the same part of the, village green. A long cart - is borrowed from 
some farmer, long- ropes are .procured,; and all the young men and ’ 
many boys of the village; proceed with the cart to .the place or places 
where the. faggots have been collected ;and. load,the .cart. Then one 
or two of the strongest take, the shafts, the rest, are yoked to the cart 
by the long ropes, and with much .noise, and. shouting, with the 
blowing of. a'horn by one seated on; the top of the'load, it is brought 
into the village. The scene as a huge load of faggots is run down 
the village is an exciting one, and on one occasion in my memory



there was a narrow escape from a ' serious accident. You must 
imagine a cart with a huge pile of faggots, a youth seated on the top 
blowing a horn, one or two men holding the shafts, twenty or thirty 
men and boys dragging by means of a rope the .great load and running 
down the village shouting and laughing, and in their excitement 
almost beyond the control 'of the leader in the shafts. No horse is 
ever used, and mostly'two of these immense loads of faggots, as high 
’as1 a load of straw,*are used in the building up1 of the bonfire. The 
pile is carefully1 constructed with 'the expenditure of considerable 
energy and some skill: It .is always constructed1 on the same site,
hardly varying a yard from year to year: And the place-for the fire
is not the highest or most' commanding station in the village. - Then 
with the building up of the pile of branches and* faggots1 a remarkable 
scene takes place, the whole village grows interested, old men'- and 
women, young men and maidens, and the children, begin to gather in 
groups and watch the proceedings impatient till, as - the Twilight 
deepens and the pile of faggots has been carefully prepared and 
examined, the word is given to Tight her.’ * The feminine as usual 
being the formula used.; Then the children joining hands will form a 
moving’ circle round the burning pile. This is not as much observed 
as it was some twenty-five years ago. Still you may see the children 
racing round the fire with rather more formality than might be seen 
perhaps at an ordinary bonfire. Meanwhile the groups of people 
gather nearer the fire, and presently as the fire begins to burn and the 
flame mounts higher till'it illuminates the whole village, ■ a fiddle 
or some other instrument'is heard and the young people begin to 
dance in* the near neighbourhood of the fire. I have never waited 
until the fire has burnt down to the ground, but I  have heard that 
then it was not unknown for some to leap over the fire. At present 
the only usual formalities are the bringing of the faggots, the building 
of the pile on the traditionary site, the lighting as* the twilight 
deepens, the dancing either round or in the neighbourhood-of the fire. 
There is’ always,Jtoopa quantity of c sweeties ’ and 4 bullets ’ scattered1 

and scrambled for by the children. * ■ ■ . * ■ *.
And T* would like to mention how regularly my predecessor, the 

Rev. J. Elphinstone Elliot Bates, *with; Mrs. Bates, used td proceed 
arm in arm down the village to see the fire lighted and to exchange



BRINGING IN FAGGOTS, ETC., FOR THE BONFIRE, WHALTON.

From a Photograph by Sir J. Benjamin Stone, M.P.





g re e tin g s  w i t h  th e  seve ra l g ro u p s  o f v illa g e rs , a d d in g  a c h a r m in g  
fe a tu re  to  th e  pictu re sq u e n e ss o f th e  scene. ‘

I t  is s till  a q u a in t  scene a n d  in te r e s tin g  to  w itn ess a n d  ta k e  p a r t  i n . 
O l d  m e n  o v e r  8 0  years o f age h a v e  to ld  m e  t h a t  th e y  n e v e r  k n e w  

th e  fire  o m it t e d  o r th e ' cu sto m  f a i l . . T h e r e - is .a t r a d it io n  t h a t  tw ic e  
th e  fire  w as p o s tp o n e d  to  th e  n e x t  e v e n in g  because o f t h e g r e a t '  r a i n 7 
b u t i t  was n e v e r  o m i t t e d — a n d  these o ld  m e n , one o f w h o m  80 ye a rs  

. o f age a n d  u p w a rd s  h a d  n e v e r s le p t o u t o f th e  v illa g e  b u t  tw ic e  i n  h is  
l ife , A s s e rte d  t h a t  th e y  h a d  re c e ive d  th e  sam e s to ry  fr o m  t h e ir  e ld e rs —  
o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d , o d d ly  e n o u g h , I  h a v e  n e v e r com e across a w r i t t e n  
r e c o rd  o r p r in te d  a c c o u n t o f th e  c u s to m . T h e r e  w as som e o p p o s itio n  
to  i t  w i t h i n  in y  o w n  m e m o ry  b u t  t h e 'f i r e  was lig h te d  a ll th e  sam e . 
T h e  o ld  th a tc h e d  c o tta g e s  h a v e  d is a p p e a re d , m o r e -m o d e r n  d w e llin g s  
h a v e  been b u i l t , m ig r a tio n  a n d  im m ig r a tio n  ta k e  p la c e , b u t  w h a te v e r  
th e  changes t h is  c u s to m  s u rv iv e s . ■

O n e  fa c to r  i n  its  u n b ro k e n  c o n tin u a n c e  is , I  t h i n k , fo u n d  in . the  
e n d u r in g  a ffe c tio n  o f th e  pe ople  fo r  th e  'v illa g e . T h e y  leave i t  o n ly , 
o f n e ce s sity, -th e y  r e t u r n  to  i t  a g a in  w h e n e ve r i t  is p o ss ib le , a n d  a 
fe w  ye a rs a go th e re  w ere I  t h i n k  m o re  o ld  m e n  a n d  w o m e n  w h o se  
live s  h a v e  been liv e d , in  th e  v illa g e  th a n  in  a n y  s im ila r  c o m m u n it y . • .

A n o t h e r  fa c to r  is d o u b tle s s  th e  c o m p a ra tiv e  is o la tio n  o f  th e  
v illa g e , i t  lies som e d is ta n c e  fr o m  th e  o ld  coach ro a d  a n d  is s till  b u t  
little  a ffe c te d  b y  th e  r a ilw a y , th e  ne a re s t s ta tio n  b e in g  tw o  m ile s  
d is ta n t , a n d  w e are n o t  lik e ly  to  be tro u b le d  y e t w i t h  e ith e r tra m s  o r ; 
l i g h t  r a ilw a y s . '

T h i s  y e a r in  consequence o f a c o n v e rs a tio n  w i t h  S ir  B e n ja m in  
S to n e , k t . ,  he d id  us th e  h o n o u r o f c o m in g  d o w n  to  w itn e s s  th e  f i r e . . 
T h e  4 t h  o f J u l y ,  O l d  M id s u m m e r  D a y , o c c u rre d  o n  S a t u r d a y , a n d  a t  
m y  re q u e s t th o se  w h o  are u s u a lly  m o s t a c tiv e  in  c a rr y in g  o u t  th e  
p ro ce e d in g s  g a v e  S ir  B e n ja m in  a d a y lig h t  re h e a rs a l, a n d  he t o o k  q u ite  
a n u m b e r  o f g ro u p s . I t  is b u t  fa ir  to  s a y t h a t  those g ro u p s  are j u s t  
s u ch  as c o u ld  be w itn e s s e d  in  t h e ’ e v e n in g  a n y  y e a r. B e y o n d  th e  
m ere  pau se o f  th e  procession shall I  call i t ,  a n d  a l it t le  a r r a n g in g  to . 

" b r in g  th e  g ro u p s  w i t h i n  th e  fo cu s o f th e  c a m e ra , a n d  p e rh a p s  th e * 
a d d itio n  o f one fig u re  in  th e  g ro u p  y o u  h a v e  a p ic tu r e  o f  th e  
a n n u a l e v e n t ju s t  as i t  h ap p e n s  ^y ear a fte r  y e a r. S ir  B e n ja m in  o n  
th is  occasion s e t th e  fire  a lig h t , .a n d  one o f th e  p h o to g ra p h s  is ta k e n
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just as it is getting hold of the pile. I have not got the group of 
children as they run round the fire, but a whole series of these photo­
graphs was sent to me and I have had them framed and hung in the 
village reading room. Sir Benjamin also gave me a sufficient number 
of copies to give one to each of .the more active participators in the 
carrying out of the proceedings.

I know of no other village or place where the custom is observed 
now, but the late Mr. Thomas Arkle of Highlaws, told me he had 
known those who had witnessed the observance at Elsdon. and there 
is some tradition of its being observed years ago at Belsay.

One or two observations may be permitted in conclusion. And 
first it seemed undesirable to discuss the possible origin of the custom, 
that it is very ancient there can be no doubt. Traditionary evidence 
is very strong. It is now practised without apy superstitious feeling, 
although it has been reported to me that there has in times past been’ 
a stealthy appropriation of the ashes, and while it is extremely 
doubtful and indeed improbable that the fire has anything to do 
with the Baal or Molech of the Old Testament; yet it may be a witness 
of the extent to which the use of fire for purification prevailed 
either among British or Anglian races and perhaps in both.

N O T E.

Beltane  adopted in .L ow land ScotcH from Gaelic (bralltaina); Irish brail - 
taine, the Celtic name of the 1st of M a y ; older forms beltene (in a text), 
b'elltaine, beltine in Cormac’s Glossary (9th to 12th t cent.). The first is pro­
bably the earliest quotable form of the word of which the original meaning 
seems to have been unknown even to the Glossorist since he makes a desperate 
guess at it by transposing beltine or biltene into tenebil, and explaining bil as 
‘ B il from Bial, i.e., an idol god, evidently meaning the Bal or Baal of the O.T., 
so that beltine became fire of Bel ? or B a a l/ Dr. W hitley Stokes has shown 
that the latter part of the' word is not c teine * fire, since this is a i stem 
(old text tened) while Beltene is a fern, ja  stem. Whether it can be parallel 
derivative of the same root or whether as is more likely the notion that * taine ’ 
was — * teine ’ fire is due thereby to popular etymology cannot be determined. 
The ancient Gauls kindled bonfires not only- on Beltane but also on Lammas 
and Hallowmas (the rubbish about Baal, Bel, Belas, imported into the word 
from  the O.T. and classical antiquity, is outside the scope of scientific 
etym ology).

1,— The first day of May (reckoned since 1-752 according to 0 .  S .), old 
May day of Church Feast, invention of the Cross, May 3. W hit.Sunday May 15.

2 .— Name of an ancient Celtic-anniversary celebration on May day.
r— Thc New English Dictionary? sub roe,


