








3° Folk-Lore of the Raven and the Owl.

scream and the cricket cry." . And
in the same tragedy (Macbeth, ii, 3)
Lennox says that on the night of
Duncan's murder,

The obscure bird
Clamoured the live-long night.

In the play of He1lry VI (Part 3,
v,6) the king says to the Duke of
Gloster, afterwards Richard II I :

The owl shrieked at thy birth-an evil
sign I

In Ric/lard ffI (iv,4) the king inter­
rupts the messengers of evil tidings
wjth, "Out on ye, owls !-nothing­
but sonRs of death?" In I Henry VI
(iv, 2), "Thou ominous and fearful
owl of death i" And in an obscure
play we read:
When screech·owls croak upon the chimney

tops,
It's certain that you of a corse shall hear.

But according to a song in Love's
Labote'r's Lost (v, 2), the owl's cry does
not sound specially sad in some ears:

\;<,Then blood is nipt and ways be foul,
Then mightly sings the staring owl­

To-whoa!
To-whit! to-whoa I-a merry note,
While greasy Joan doth keel the pot.

The sprite Ariel (Tlte Tempest, v, I)
couches" when owls do cry."

Poor Ophelia, in her incoherent
babblings, says (Hamlet, iv, 5) :

The Owl was a baker's daughter,

alluding to a folk-tale, which recounts
how the Saviour, having been refused
bread by a baker's daughter, changed
her into an owl. A version current
in Herefordshire runs thus: Once
on a time, a fairy, disguised as a poor
old woman, went to a baker's shop,
and begge.l some dough of the
daughter, who gave her a very small
piece. This she farther requested
leave to bake in the oven, where it
swelled to the size of a large loaf,
and the baker's daughter refused to
let the pretended old woman have it,
but crave her another and smaller
piece" of dough, and with the same
result as before. A third and still
smaller piece grew even larger than
the others, and was again withheld
by the baker's daughter. The fairy,
now fully convinced of the woman's
covetousness, resumed her proper
form, and striking. the culprit with
her wand, she was mstantly changed
into an owl.

According to another legend, it
was an earl's daughter who was
transformed into an owl for dis­
obedience, and condemned to cry-

"Oh, hoo! hoo! my feet are cold!"
In the north of England she is
advanced to the ·lofty rank of
Pharaoh's daughter, and sings-or
screeches:

"Oh! oM-66-
lance was a king's daughter, and sat on

my father's knee,
But now I am a poor howlet, and bide in

a hollow tree."

And Waterton, in his Essays on
Natural History, cites the following
verse of a rural song:
Once I was a monarch's daughter,

And sat on a lady's knee.
Rtlt I ,un now a nightly rover,

Banished to the ivy-tree;
Crying, hoo, hoo, 1100-hoo, hoo, hoo­

Hoo, hoo, hoo, my feet are cold,
Pity me, for here you see me

Persecuted, poor, and old.

In a version current in' Norway the
woman is changed into a woodpecker
--see the story of" Gertrude's Bird,"
in Dasent's Popular Tales from tlte
Norse. l -The association of the Owl
with ivy is' thus referred to by Dray­
ton:

Like an owl, by night to go abroad,
Roosted all day within an ivy-tad.

The cry of the Owl, like that of
the Raven, has also its signification
in weather-lore. According to an old
chap-book, "when the owlscreecheth
in foul weather it is a sign of fair
weather at hand"; and in several
districts of England its cry is some­
times taken as an indication of
approaching hail or rain, accompan­
ied by lightning.

The famous Robbers of the Rhine,
deeming it too vulgar to whistle as a
signal, adopted the owl's" to-whoo !"
which resounded through the forest,
even more portentously than the cry
of the bird itself.

In Mr. Hardy's novel, Far from
tIll! Madding Crowd, Joseph Poor-

1 Miss Garnett, in her Women 0/ Turkey,
gives a Kurdish story, in which a girl, grief­
stricken at the murder of her brother by her
cruel stepmother, prays that Allah would
change her into an owl, and" she was at
once transformed into that sad bird; she
flew up and away, and was seen there no
more."
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grass, on losing his way in a wood
at night, shouts" Man-a-lost !:> and
an owl cries "Who? who? who?"
which Joseph imagines is some man
answering him.

Once on a time, if we may credit a
Cornish story, a young man did not
obtain a possibly good wife, and a
young woman remained unwed, in
consequence of the hooting of an owl.
This is how the story goes:

Mr. Lemine had been, as was his
wont, spending his evening hours
with the lady of his love. He was a
timid man, and always returned to
Tregenebris early. Beyond this, as
the lady was alone, she deemed it
prudent to let the world know that
Mr. Lemine left by daylight. One
evening, it was scarcely yet dark, and
our lover was returning home through
Leah Lanes. LHis horse started at an
old woman who had crept under the
hedge for shelter from a passing
shower. As Mr. Lemine saw a
figure in the shade he was terrified.
"Tu-whit, tu-whoo! ho I" sang an
owl. "It's only me-Aunt Betty
Foss," screamed the old woman.
"Tu-whit, tu-whoo! hoi hoI" sang the
owl again. "Don't ye be afeard,
Mr. Lemine," shrieked Aunt Betty.
"Tu-whit, tu-whoo ! hoi hoi hoi" also
shrieked the owl. "Oh, it's only
John Lemine, of Tregenebris," stam­
mered the frightened lover, who had
by this time reached home. He went
no more a-courting. He was fully
persuaded that either a highwayman
and his crew or the Devil and his
imps were upon him. He died a
bachelor, and the charming lady
became a peevish old maid, and died
in solitude, all owing to the hooting
owl. Some do say that Betty Foss
was a witch, and the owl was her
familiaL'

Samuel Rowland, a prolific writer
of the 17th century, in his More
Knaves Yet (a supplement to his
Four Knaves), printed 'in 1613, thus
girds at the popular belief in the
Owl's ominous screech:
Wise Gosling did but heare the scrich-owle

crye,
And told his wife, and straight a pigge did

dye.

, Hunt', Popular Romances of the West
of England.

It might perhaps be expected that
Blair, the author of Tile Grave, should
include the hooting of the Owl in his
description of a stormy night:
The wind is up -hark! how it howls!

methinks
Till now I never heard a sound so dreary :
Doors creak, and windows clap, and night's

foul bird,
Rooked in the spire, screams loud.

. . . . . . .
Again the screech-owl shrieks-ungracious

sound!

John Keats, in the opening lines
of his story of the Eve 0/ St. Agm's,
very forcibly describes the severity
of the winter's night-
St. Agnes' Eve-ah. bitler chill it was,
The owl, for all his feathers, was a-cold.

And Coleridge makes happy use of
the Bird of Night in his Uzristabel:
'Tis the middle of the night by the castle

clock,
And the owls have awakened the crowing

cock:
Tu-whit !-Tu whoa!
And hark again! the crowing cock,
How drowsily it crew.

And Gray,in his far-famed Elegy, uses
a very appropriate term in reference
to the bird that loves solitude:

From yonder ivy-mantled tower
The IItoping owl does to the moon complain
Of such as, wandering near her secret bower,
Molest her ancient, solitary reign.

Apart from ~he superstitions which
have been always and everywhere
current regarding the Owl, and the
numerous bad names it has been
called, the Bird of Night is one
of the best friends of the farmer.
Goldsmith says that a single owl is
more serviceable than half-a-dozen
cats in ridding a barn of its vermin.
When it has young, it will bring to
its nest a mouse every ten or fifteen
minutes. An old writer says: "J n
the year 158o, at Hallowtide, an army
of mice so overran the marshes near
Southminster that they ·<).te up the
grass to the very roots. But at
length a number of strange painted
owls came and devoured all the
mice." The plague of voles, from
which farmers in some districts of
Scotland have been lately suffering,
is said to be largely owing to the
destruction of their natural enemies,
the owls. Graham, in his Britz"sk
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Ceor;;ics, has a good word {or the
Bird of Night:

Let the screeching Owl
A sacred bird be held; protect her nest,
Whether in neighbouring crag, within the
. reach
Of venturous boy, it hang, or in the rent
Of some old echoing tower, where her sad

plaint

AMONG the Gipsies, the Raven seems
to playa part in a remedy for that
mysterious influence, dreaded alike
in the East and in the West, the
"Evil Eye." This is the" recipe" :
A jar is filled with water from a
stream, and it must be taken with,
not against, .the current as it flows.
In it are placed seven coals, seven
handfuls of meal, and seven cloves
of garlic, all of which is put on the
fire. When the water begins to boil,
it is stirred with a three-forked twig,

. while a "wise woman" chants­
Evil eyes look on thee!
May they here extinguished be!
And then seven ravens
Pluck out the evil eyes,

and so forth. Dr. Wlislocki, an
eminent authority on Gipsy customs,
thinks the" seven ravens" mentioned
in this incantation are represented
by the "seven coals" put into the
pitcher of water. l

Not only are Ravens popularly
credited with the possession ofsuper­
human intelligence, but in Wales
they are believed to be guardians of
hidden treasures- thus taking the
place of serpents in Eastern fictions
-and it would appear, from the
following "thrilling" story, that treas­
ure-seekers had better leave them
undisturbed: In a certain cavern in
Glamorganshire, called the Ogof
Cigfrain, or Cavern of the Ravens, is
said to be a chest of gold, watched
over by two' birds of gloomy plumage,
in a darkness so profound that no­
thing can be seen but the fire of their
sleepless eyes. To go there with the

1 See Charles G. Godfrey's Gipsy Sorcery,
pp. 5', 52.

The live-long night she moans, save whel1
she skims,

Prowling, along the ground, or through
the barn

Her nightly round performs: unwelcome
guest!

Whose meteor eyes shoot terror through
the dark,

And numb the tiny revellers with dread,

purpose of disturbing them is to
bring on a heaving and rolling of the
ground, accompanied by thunder and
lightning. A swaggering drover from
Brecknockshire, though warned by a
"dark woman" that he had better
not try it, sneeringly said that" a
couple of ravens were a fine matter
to be afraid of, indeed," and'ventured
into the cavern, with a long rope
about his waist. and a lantern in his
hand. Some rilen who had accom­
panied him (seeing that he was bent
on this rash and dangerous enter-.
prise) held the coil of rope and paid
it out as he went in farther and
farther. The result was prompt and
simple: the sky cracked with loud
bursts of thunder and flashes of
lightning, and the drover roared with
affright, and rushed out of the dark
cavern with his hair on end. No
coaxing ever prevailed on him to
reveal the terrible sights he had
seen.l

Popular belief in the prophetic
powers of the Raven seems to have
suggested the title of a curious little
work, published at London in 1609 :
Tlte Ravens A lmanacke. Foretellinf[
of a Plague, Famille, and Civill
Warre, tltat sf/all hapjJen Ihis present

year I609, etc. With certaille rem­
edies, rules, and receipts, etc.

This tract is described as" a mock
prediction, and a moral warning.
drawn up with considerable humour
and force, ami intermixed with comic
novels and incidents. One of the
author's objects was to ridicule the
pretended prophecies of almanac­
makers."

1 Wirt Sikes' Britis" Goblins, pp. 389, 390 .


