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THE SUBURBAN BOGGART:
Folklore’s survival, revival, and recontextualisation in an urban, post-industrial
environment

Introduction
In 1932, American folklorist Ruth Benedict stated rather matter-of-factly that ‘folklore has
not survived as a living trait in modern civilization’ (1932: 292). If we cast our gaze back to
the views of earlier folklorists, it becomes clear that this assertion was a popular one,
certainly not exclusive to the twentieth century. In 1879, for example, Henderson remarked
that ‘old beliefs and superstitions, which have held their ground in the universal mind from
the remotest antiquity, are fast fading away and perishing’ (1879: vii). Three hundred years
earlier, in 1584, Reginald Scot was making a similar observation, with the claim that belief in
folkloric beings such as ‘Robin goodfellow, and Hob gobblin’ had declined in the preceding
century (Williamson 1964: 123). Folklore, it appears, has been ubiquitously heralded a
fragile, tenuous, and endangered phenomenon. Consequently, society has gone to great
lengths to conserve its folk-beliefs and customs, convinced that they would someday soon
become utterly and irrevocably extinct, and it was, so the theory goes, the twentieth century
that witnessed this inevitable extinction.
Max Weber called it the ‘disenchantment of the world’, a world now ‘characterized
by rationalisation and intellectualization’ (1948: 155). Western society has transitioned into
what Taylor has termed a ‘secular age’ (2007: 1); the fertile fields in which folklore once
flourished are now hostile and barren, and it is the oft-blamed twins of Urbanisation and
Industrialisation that are perceived as the two prime culprits for our ‘disenchantment’. The
Industrial Revolution drove the ‘folk’ from their traditional world of rural hamlets and
villages to the cities and, according to Foster, who was writing in the 1950s, this transition
into an impersonal urban environment proved fatal for any folk customs that had attempted to
penetrate the cities’ boundaries. Industrial economies, he wrote, ‘are not conducive to the
continuation of folk culture. Hence, it can be assumed that folk cultures will disappear in
those places where a high degree of industrialization develops’ (1952: 171). Fifty years later,
Redner took a similar stance, attributing our loss of local, native culture to ‘cultural
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homogenization...which we now describe by that ominous term “globalization.”’ (2004: 2);
the Western world has, Redner asserted, become a ‘monoculture’, in which no local traditions
or customs can survive (2004: 2).
Redner and his predecessors paint a rather dour picture, the contention being that
folklore cannot, and has not, survived the processes of urbanisation, industrialisation, and
globalisation. Consequently, the vast majority of the Western world is now believed to
possess no folklore, save for the rapidly disintegrating residues of folk-beliefs that belong to a
past age. However, not all folklorists concur with this rather pessimistic outlook. Dorson
remarked that ‘everywhere one hears the lament that new technological systems have doomed
the old word-of-mouth folkways. How can man talk above the roar of the machine?’ (1976:
125), and yet, as Dorson himself asserted, ‘man’ clearly does continue to talk – even in the
post-industrial, urban societies of the modern day. Portuguese-American folkloric belief in
the feiticeiro (witch) and the quebrante (evil eye), for example, are still very much alive
today in Oakland, California; ‘not in the southern mountains but in the heart of an industrial
city’ (Dorson 1976: 55), and as Dore illustrated in his City Life in Japan, folk practices still
abound in Tokyo, the world’s largest metropolis; shrines dedicated to the kami-protector of
the clan or village are now erected in the city, and have become known as ‘Metropolitan
Shrines’ (1958: 296).
McKelvie, studying the folk-traditions of the industrial and urban areas of the West
Riding of Yorkshire, his research centring on Bradford, found similar results: family and
neighbourhood traditions flourished in the forms of sayings and proverbs (1963: 88), and
belief in lucky talismans, ranging from pieces of stalactite to black beans, as well as
superstitious rituals and ‘magic’ cures, still abounded in the Bradford area (1963: 92-93).
McKelvie thus concluded that ‘folk traditions not only survive, but thrive, in the large urban
areas’ (1963: 93). He was, however, conducting his research in the 1960s; five decades have
now passed, and questions concerning the survival of folklore in urban, industrialised
environments have resurfaced. It is the objective of this thesis, therefore, to ascertain whether
folk-tales and beliefs are still evident in the urban centres of the twenty-first century, and
where better to discover if folklore survived industrialisation than in arguably the first
industrial city in the world: Manchester (Hall 1998: 310)?
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It is not only Manchester’s reputation as the first, and consequently prototypical,
industrial city that recommended itself as this thesis’ case-study – although this was,
obviously, a primary factor. Additionally, however, I was endeavouring to rectify a notable
void in the scholarship of folklore; very few – if any – scholars have exhibited an interest in
the folklore of Manchester since the nineteenth century. This is possibly due to an
unfortunately widely held opinion that the folk-beliefs of one’s own society are less worthy
of investigation than the folk-beliefs of another society, an opinion which Dundes and Pagter
lamented in their work on urban folklore (1975: xiv). Scholars shy away from staying ‘too
close to home’ in their academic interests, ‘[y]et it should be obvious’, Dundes and Pagter
wrote, ‘that, if folkloric texts from other societies are deemed valuable, why shouldn’t texts
from one’s own be accorded similar status?’ (emphasis in original) (1976: xiv). It is for these
reasons, therefore, that I sought a case-study in Manchester.
The case-study for this thesis is an urban park named Boggart Hole Clough, situated
less than three miles north of Manchester’s city centre (Figs. 1-2). It covers 171 acres,1
skirting the border between the areas of Blackley and Moston. Having been classified as
Ancient Woodland by Manchester City Council,2 its history is a long one; its abundance of
birch, hazel, alder, and oak have survived since at least 5000 BC, and evidence of early
habitation has been discovered in the form of an Early Bronze Age spearhead found in the
area.3 One of our earliest references to the park comes from Kuerden’s MS, Chetham Library,
fol. 274 (Fig. 3), which records a survey taken by Edward II in 1322, describing the land as
the property of Rob Buth and Albert Grelle, the fourth baron of Manchester, and as primarily
pastoral, with enough pasture for five hundred cattle and deer (Seale 1983: 19). Boggart Hole
Clough survived deforestation, unlike other areas of Manchester, through its use as a deerpark, owned and exclusively used by the Lords of Manchester (Seale 1983: 110).
This seignorial deer-park originally stretched for 2.5 miles from Harpurhey up to
Alkrington (Seale 1983: 15), and although now it is much reduced in size, it is still the second
largest open space in North Manchester (Fig. 4).4 It was purchased by Manchester

1

Report written by a previous park warden of Boggart Hole Clough, discussed in an interview with Saul
Mearns, park warden, 2011.
2
http://www.manchester.gov.uk/info/200073/parks_and_open_spaces/1816/boggart_hole_clough/1
3
Milner, P. F. 2005. BHCCAT Rubric: Protecting & revitalizing Boggart Hole Clough Ancient Woodland Park.
Self-published.
4
Mearns, pers. comm.
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Corporation in 1911 (Seale 1983: 111), with Alderman Holt also presenting five acres to the
public as a Jubilee gift, and a further nineteen acres, known as the David Lewis Recreation
Ground, adjoining Boggart Hole Clough in the south.5 The park consists of two playgrounds,
an athletics track, tennis courts, a bowling green, a lake covering an area of 6½ acres with an
island in its centre (Fig. 5),6 several seasonal brooks (Fig. 6), and numerous deep, heavily
forested cloughs (Fig. 7), which give the park its name.

Figure 1 – Boggart Hole Clough’s location

5
6

Mearns, pers. comm.
Mearns, pers. comm.
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Figure 2 – Map of Boggart Hole Clough

Figure 3 – Kuerden’s MS, Chetham’s Library, Fol. 274

16

76743720

Figure 4 – Aerial view of Boggart Hole Clough

Figure 5 – The boating lake
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Figure 6 – Boggart
Hole Brook

Figure 7 – One of
Boggart Hole
Clough’s many
forested cloughs
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Figure 8 – Blackley as a rural village, 1848

Figure 9 – Blackley as an urban suburb, 2008
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Historically, there have been a plethora of folktales centred on Boggart Hole Clough
and the supernatural creatures said to reside within its densely wooded areas, primarily – and
unsurprisingly – the ‘Boggart’. These folktales date chiefly to the 1800s, when they were
recorded by the folklorists and local writers of the time: John Roby (1829), Samuel Bamford
(1844), Charles Hardwick (1872), George Milner (1881), and Charles Roeder (1907). At this
time, Boggart Hole Clough was situated in a rural area; as Roby wrote: ‘Not far from the little
snug smoky village of Blakeley, or Blackley, there lies one of the most romantic dells,
rejoicing in a state of singular seclusion, and in the oddest of Lancashire names, to wit the
“Boggart-Hole”’ (1829: 295). However, following its official incorporation into the city of
Manchester in 1890,7 Blackley has undergone a significant shift from rural to urban over the
past century and a half, as is clearly evident when we contrast an Ordnance Survey map of
the area from 1848 (Fig. 8) with one from 2008 (Fig. 9). Consequently, Boggart Hole Clough
is now classified as an urban park, surrounded on all sides by housing estates, apartment
blocks, and busy roads.
Because of its location in the sprawling suburbs of the world’s first industrial city
(Hall 1998: 310), Boggart Hole Clough epitomises the rural-to-urban transition, and
therefore, according to the theories of Foster (1952) and Redner (2004), any folklore
associated with it should have ceased to exist, yet another victim of the destructive forces of
modernisation. In order to ascertain if this is indeed the case, I have interviewed twenty-four
local residents, all of whom live – or have lived – within two miles of Boggart Hole Clough.
They were asked to recount any tales or superstitions they knew regarding the park, and were
divided into three groups of eight, representing various age groups (18-30, 30-60, and 60
plus), so that the traditions of different generations could be compared and contrasted to each
other, as well as to the written sources from the nineteenth century.
It is the core aim of this thesis to utilise both the written sources of the 1800s and the
oral interviews conducted in 2011 in order to establish how the folklore surrounding Boggart
Hole Clough has altered over the last two centuries, taking John Roby’s Traditions of
Lancashire, 1829, as the starting point, and tracing the tale’s progression (or decline) to the
present day. Did the folk-tales perish in the transition from rural to urban, as Foster (1952)
would have us believe? Have the Boggarts of Boggart Hole Clough found their relocation

7

http://www.british-history.ac.uk/report.aspx?compid=41412
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from a quaint rural setting to the suburbs of a large, post-industrial city too detrimental to
their survival in the local traditions? Or will they provide further proof supporting
McKelvie’s theory that ‘folk traditions not only survive, but thrive, in the large urban areas’
(1963: 93)? If evidence points towards the latter, then it will be considered whether this
folklore has remained static and unaltered, or if the passing of 182 years has modified the
traditions, adapting and recontextualising them to fit the modern world.
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I – Nineteenth-Century Boggarts
In order to ascertain if the folklore of Boggart Hole Clough has survived the transition into
Taylor’s modern, ‘secular age’ (2007: 1), we must first consider the park’s original folklore.
The earliest source we have from our two hundred year period is John Roby’s Traditions of
Lancashire, published in 1829. Roby, born in Wigan in 1793 (Roby 1829: xii), was a local
writer, and in his work on the tales and customs of Lancashire, he recounted a story
concerning a farmer from Blackley, George Cheetham, whose farmhouse was haunted by a
Boggart. This Boggart, who is described as a ‘strange elf...sly and mischievous’ (1829: 296),
torments Cheetham’s family with numerous pranks, from snatching the children’s bread and
butter, dashing their milk to the ground, and making loud noises throughout the night (1829:
298-299) – although, occasionally, he was known to ‘behave himself kindly’, churning cream
for the family and scouring the pans (1829: 299). It is the tale of this Boggart, according to
Roby, which gifted Boggart Hole Clough with its ‘oddest of Lancashire names’ (1829: 295).
Although this tale (which is reproduced in full in Appendix D) appears, at first glance,
as a piece of local lore, supplied by the residents of Blackley, this was not the case. It was, in
fact, an Irish folklorist named Thomas Crofton Croker, a pioneering folktale collector (Ó
Giolláin 2000: 49) and writer of Fairy Legends and Traditions of the South of Ireland (1825),
who provided Roby with this story (Roby 1829: 294). Croker had, apparently, heard this tale
from ‘a very worthy old lady’ (Roby 1829: 296). However, it is the opinion of British
folklorist Jennifer Westwood that, concerning the story of George Cheetham and his haunted
farmhouse, ‘there is nothing to suggest that it was known to the local people before Roby’s
Traditions appeared’ (1987: 367). Roby simply required an aetiological legend that would
illustrate the origins of Boggart Hole Clough’s name, and so he utilised Croker’s tale,
claiming that the ‘Hole’ of Boggart Hole Clough refers to a knot-hole in the wooden partition
that covered a closet beneath George Cheetham’s staircase, which the Boggart used ‘as a
peep-hole to watch the motions of the family’ (1829: 299). This was not, according to
Westwood, a local tradition, but an example of borrowed folklore (1987: 367).
Andrew Lang, in his work on the diffusion of the classical myth of Jason and the
Argonauts, themes from which appear as far afield as Japan, Russia, and Samoa, proposed his
driftwood theory; tales can be swept ‘like pieces of drift-wood’ from one place to another
(1898: 97), ‘diffused by borrowing’ (1893: 417). The tales of Boggart Hole Clough are
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similarly ‘diffused by borrowing’, and nowhere do we witness this more clearly than in
Roby’s amusing and final anecdote of the Boggart. The farmer and his family, desperate to be
rid of the Boggart’s cruel pranks, resolve to leave their farmhouse. With all of their
belongings loaded onto a cart, they are travelling along the road when they pass their
neighbour, John Marshall. Marshall asks if they are ‘flitting’, to which a voice responds ‘Ay,
ay, neighbour, we’re flitting’ (1829: 301). This voice, it is revealed, belongs to the Boggart,
who, having hidden himself in a milk churn packed on the cart, intends to move with the
family. Upon realising that the Boggart would continue to haunt them wherever they lived,
Cheetham turns around and returns to his farmhouse.
As entertaining as this anecdote is, it is far from original. Croker had recounted a
similar tale four years earlier in his Fairy Legends, of a large house in Ballinascarthy, County
Cork, haunted by a small, mischievous gnomish creature known as the Cluricaune
Naggeneen. Mr MacCarthy, the owner of the house, so exasperated by the Cluricaune’s
pranks, declares that he is moving; at that moment, the Cluricaune appears before him and
says ‘a’n’t we going to move tomorrow? and sure you would not leave your own little
Cluricaune Naggeneen behind you?’ (1882: 100). Hearing this, Mr MacCarthy decides not to
move.
Soon after Croker published this tale in 1825, a woman from Yorkshire, having read
Croker’s version and recognising traits similar to a Yorkshire tradition she herself was
familiar with, contributed her own tale to the Literary Gazette, 16th April 1825: ‘Indeed I am
acquainted with the identical farm-house where the mischievous goblin...dislodged by its
pranks a farmer and his family’ (cited by Westwood 1987: 367). In this Yorkshire tradition, a
farmer, named George Gilbertson, was haunted by a Boggart, whose peep-hole was a ‘knothole in the boarding under the stairs’ (Westwood 1987: 367), just as it is in Roby’s tale, and
when George Gilbertson decides to move away, hoping to escape the Boggart, he is met by
his neighbour John Marshall (1987: 368), a name we are already familiar with from Roby’s
tale (1829: 300).
This tradition proves almost identical to Roby’s account of Boggart Hole Clough, the
only variations being location – while the story in the Literary Gazette is set in Yorkshire,
Roby’s tale refers to Lancashire – and the names of the farmers. Both are named George, and
both have neighbours called John Marshall, but while the Yorkshire farmer is George
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Gilbertson, the Lancashire farmer is George Cheetham. It is likely that Croker and Roby
altered the surname of the farmer to make the tradition more appropriate to the Blackley area;
the Cheethams were a family of note in North Manchester, residing in Great Nuthurst Hall in
the neighbouring area of Nuthurst, whose pedigree stretched back to 1422 (Seale 1983: 21).
The historical family-name of Cheetham, therefore, would have been well-known in
Blackley, and thus a suitable name for the protagonist of a Blackley folktale. Croker and
Roby ensured that the story was aptly adapted from the Irish and Yorkshire versions.
However, as William Axon observed in 1899, the ‘version given by Mr. Roby appears
to be merely a literary appropriation of a Yorkshire story, but the widespread character of the
tale is undoubted’ (1899: 210); it is not only in Ireland and Yorkshire that we find similar
stories to that of Boggart Hole Clough. A short anecdote in a poem by Tennyson, Walking to
the Mail, proves to be remarkably similar:
...his house, for so they say,
Was haunted with a jolly ghost, that shook
The curtains, whined in lobbies, tapt at doors,
And rummaged like a rat: no servant stayed:
The farmer vext packs up his beds and chairs,
And all his household stuff; and with his boy
Betwixt his knees, his wife upon the tilt,
Sets out, and meets a friend who hails him, “What!
You’re flitting?” “Yes, we’re flitting,” says the ghost
(For they had packed the thing among the beds,)
“Oh well,” says he, “you’re flitting with us too –
Jack, turn the horses’ heads and home again.” (Ricks 1969: 133, lines 27-38)
Tennyson, having published this poem in 1842, may well have read Croker’s Fairy Legends
before hand, as Ricks opined (1969: 131), and incorporated this story into his poem, but there
are other examples of almost identical tales that seem to have been the product of natural
diffusion.
In substantiating his claim that ‘this story of the “flitting boggart” is a widespread
one’, Axon recounted the memory of a Scandinavian visitor to England narrating a similar
legend, in which the words of the Danish brownie were ‘see i dag flitter vi’ (‘see, today we
flitter’) (1899: 210). Similarly, the ‘flitting Boggart’ seems to also have been a well-known
theme in Italy: Janet Ross, a nineteenth-century travel writer, reproduced the Italian story of a
woman haunted by a small, mischievous creature called the Lauro; tired of his pranks, ‘she
determined to leave her house. All the household goods and chattels were on the cart; nothing
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was left but an old broom, and when the good-wife went to fetch it the Lauro suddenly
appeared, saying, ‘I'll take that; let us be off to the new house’ (Ross 1889: 127-128).
As Roby himself rather ironically remarked, ‘[i]t is surprising how few are the
original conceptions that have sprung from the human mind’ (1829: 293); it would appear
that one of our earliest known folktales concerning Boggart Hole Clough was neither original
nor unique. We hear of a plethora of places across northern England that were once haunted
by Boggarts or similarly mischievous creatures, from the numerous ‘Boggart barns’ in the
neighbourhood of Preston, with almost every village containing a barn reputably haunted by a
Boggart (Henderson 1879: 275), to the ‘Lancashire goblins’ described by Hardwick (1872:
126-127). Additionally, we hear of ‘Boggle Hole’, a cave in Robin Hood’s Bay; ‘Boggart
Bridge’ in Burnley; ‘Boggart Cote’ near Rawtenstall (Fishwick and Ditchfield 1909: 93); the
‘Holden Hall Boggart’, which was apparently a ‘terribly malevolent sprite [who] appeared in
the form of a great black dog’ (Fishwick and Ditchfield 1909: 94); and there were, according
to a Census report from 1831, ‘Boggart Houses’ in Wigan (Fig. 10), which were apparently
once haunted by the Green Boggart.1

Figure 10 – ‘Boggart Houses’, 1831 Census form
Such places, named for their supernatural inhabitants, are certainly not exclusive to
the northern counties of England. As Reaney noted, there are ‘numerous field-names and
certain minor place-names which reveal in their reference to goblins, giants and dragons the
strong hold superstition had in all parts of the country in the Middle Ages’ (emphasis
inserted) (1960: 223). ‘Mills, streams, springs, lanes, hollows, nooks, hills, enclosures,
meadows, clearings and land of every kind might be so haunted’, observed Reaney (1960:
223), many of which share the word ‘hole’ with Boggart Hole Clough: Putshole (a derivation
of Goblin-hole, pūcel being the Old English word for ‘little goblin’) in Hartland; Marmaydes
1

http://hgra.web.officelive.com/oldfacts.aspx
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Hole (Mermaid’s Hole) near Colchester; and Drakeshole (Dragon’s hole) in Nottinghamshire,
to name but a few (Reaney 1960: 223-224). In fact, most places which include the words
‘Pook’ or ‘Puck’ in their names, such as Puckscroft in Sussex and Puckeridge in
Hertfordshire, were probably once believed to have been haunted by goblins much like the
Boggart (Reaney 1960: 223).
Roby’s account of the Boggart-haunting in Boggart Hole Clough, therefore, is far
from unique. Nor is it the only story we have concerning Boggart Hole Clough. Less than
twenty years after Roby published his Traditions of Lancashire, Samuel Bamford, described
as a ‘mill worker, social reformer, journalist and poet’ by local historian Seale (1983: 45),
published Passages in the Life of a Radical in 1844. Having been born in Middleton, just
over two miles north of Boggart Hole Clough, it is no surprise that the park features in
Bamford’s biographical work; he recounted a story (reproduced in Appendix E) of three local
men, known as Plant, Chirrup, and Bangle, who venture into ‘‘Boggart,’ or ‘Fyrin-Ho’
Kloof,’’ also known as ‘the glen of the hall of spirits’ (1844: 137), after nightfall. As
Bamford wrote, they were attempting to gather St. John’s fern seed, which was believed to
possess magical powers and supposedly grew in abundance in Boggart Hole Clough
(Hardwick 1872: 147).
However, this ‘glen of the hall of spirits’ proves to be an inhospitable place for the
three men:
Darkness came down like a swoop...beautiful children were seen walking in
their holiday clothes, – and graceful female forms sung mournful and
enchanting airs. The men stood terrified and fascinated...A crash followed, as if
the whole of the timber in the kloof was being splintered and being torn up, –
strange and horrid forms appeared from the thickets, – the men ran as if sped
on the wind (Bamford 1844: 141-142)
Westwood opined that this record is probably a far more accurate reflection of the local
beliefs at the time than Roby’s tale was (1987: 368), and as we can see, the two stories have
very little in common: both refer to supernatural beings residing in Boggart Hole Clough, but
while Roby’s tale centres on the Boggart himself, Bamford makes not a single reference to
this creature, instead populating his ‘kloof’ with dark figures and ghostly apparitions of
women and children.
Other local folklorists from the nineteenth and early twentieth century exhibit a
similar variety. George Milner, a writer who lived in Moston in 1878 (Roeder 1907: 66),
described Boggart Hole Clough in his work Country Pleasures: ‘we climb the knoll; and
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here, on the summit, is the lonely farmhouse which gives the place its name – Boggart Hole
Clough’ (Milner 1881: 262). He referred briefly to the farmer ‘who was the victim of the
pranks of this Robin Goodfellow’ (1881: 263); however, this ‘Bar-Gaist was a homely sprite;
and, as this is a home no longer, he is gone too’ (1881: 264). The farmhouse, in Milner’s day,
had become vacant and was falling into disrepair, and so, as this particular tradition goes, the
Boggart had moved on.
Charles Roeder, in his 1907 work on Some Moston Folklore, only referred to this
Boggart-haunted farmhouse fleetingly: ‘A lonely farmhouse at the bottom of this clough had
its bar-gaist, a lonely creature enough, who would render many good services to the
occupants’ (1907: 70). This ‘lonely creature’ hardly resembles the ‘strange elf...sly and
mischievous’ of Roby’s account (1829: 296), however, Roeder populated Boggart Hole
Clough with numerous other supernatural creatures: ‘a boggart, which assumed the shape of a
cow, lying down beside the Platting, which, when once kicked at by a couple of farmers,
uttered an unearthly penetrating low’ (1907: 69); ‘the east end of Boggart Hole Clough was
haunted with the nut-man, that used to shriek terribly at times as it flitted among the hazel
bushes’ (1907: 70); and, additionally, ‘[o]ne of the pits harboured an uncanny evil spirit and
was called the Devil’s pit’ (1907: 70).
As Hardwick noted, ‘[o]nce call a place “Boggart Ho’ Clough”, and especially such a
place, and I can easily imagine, in a very short time, that many of the floating traditions of the
neighbourhood would fasten themselves upon it’ (1872: 152). As we have witnessed, Boggart
Hole Clough has attracted a plethora of stories, superstitions, and traditions, many of which
do not correspond with each other, and at least one of which has proven to have originated
elsewhere. It is likely, therefore, that – if the scope of this thesis allowed, which unfortunately
it does not – further investigation would reveal widespread origins for most, if not all, of the
stories applied to Boggart Hole Clough.
Folklorists such as Stith Thompson have asserted that, concerning tales which
manifest themselves in various geographic locations, there is invariably a ‘theoretical
original’ (Thompson 1965: 417); however, this should not devalue the copies, the imitations,
the tales that are ‘diffused by borrowing’ (Lang 1893: 417). Folklore is, by its very nature,
protean, mutable, and multifarious. There are no ‘accurate’ or ‘inaccurate’ accounts, only
numerous divergent versions, harnessed, reinterpreted, and recontextualised to fit various
locations. In this respect, therefore, the nineteenth-century folktales of Boggart Hole Clough
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are far from singular; they, like so many other ‘traditions’ across the world, have been
borrowed and aptly adapted to suit time and place. The question remains, however, whether
these folktales continued to be adapted. Were they suitably malleable to be tailored for the
modern world? Were they adequately indomitable to survive a period of two hundred years,
to endure the transition into our supposedly disenchanted, ‘secular age’ (Taylor 2007: 1)? It is
the objective of our next chapter to deduce the answers to these questions.
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II – Twenty-First-Century Boggarts
Having established in the previous chapter that Boggart Hole Clough was rife with folklore in
the nineteenth century, it is now time to consider if such tales and superstitions still exist in
the twenty-first century. In order to answer this question, twenty-four local residents were
interviewed. Those aged 60 and above are classified as Group A; 30-60, as Group B; and 1830, as Group C. They were asked to recount any stories they knew concerning Boggart Hole
Clough, supernatural or otherwise, and their narratives – which are reproduced in Appendices
A-C, and are hereafter referred to as A1-8, B1-8, and C1-8 – constitute my sources for the
modern-day folklore of Boggart Hole Clough.
The use of the term ‘modern-day folklore’, however, is perhaps a little presumptuous,
for it was – and often still is – a widely held belief amongst scholars that the words ‘modern
folklore’ constitute something of an oxymoron. Many folklorists, in fact, have asserted that
the ‘folk’ from whom ‘folklore’ derives are inherently rural, indigenous, and antiquated.
These ‘folk’ have been defined by Abrahams as a ‘homogenous group, usually pursuing an
agrarian way of life’ (1978: 119); by Lang, as ‘the classes which have least been altered by
education, which have shared least in progress’ (1898: 11); and by García Canclini, as
‘isolated and self-sufficient indigenous or peasant groups whose simple techniques and little
social differentiation preserve them from modern threats’ (1995: 149-150). A modern,
progressive, urban population cannot, by definition, be considered ‘folk’, so the theory goes.
However, if we examine our earliest definition of the term ‘folklore’, it appears that
no such exclusion criteria originally existed. It was in 1846 when William Thoms first coined
the word ‘folklore’, suggesting it in a letter to The Athenaeum as an alternative to ‘what we in
England designate as Popular Antiquities’ (Thoms 1965: 4); he recommended, instead, ‘a
good Saxon compound, Folklore, - the Lore of the People’ (1965: 5). ‘Folklore’ is therefore,
on its simplest level, the ‘Lore of the People’, and while some scholars had – and have – a
rather narrow view of who constitutes ‘the People’, it is certainly not the general consensus
that these ‘People’, these possessors and purveyors of folklore, belong only to the agrarian,
‘lower stratums’ of society. Dundes, for example, reacting against the narrow definitions of
previous folklorists, proposed his own: ‘The term “folk” can refer to any group of people
whatsoever who share at least one common factor’ (emphasis in the original) (1965: 2).
According to Dundes’ definition, a group need share only one common factor, such as
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language, occupation, or religion, to constitute as ‘folk’, and any traditions they transmit
orally amongst themselves are subsequently considered ‘lore’.
If we adhere to this definition, therefore, then there is nothing to suggest that the local
residents of Boggart Hole Clough, whose ‘one common factor’ is their close residential
proximity to the park, cannot be considered ‘folk’. Neither is there anything to suggest that
the modern ‘folk’ of Boggart Hole Clough possess and purvey no ‘folklore’, for contrary to
what Henderson (1879), Benedict (1932), and Foster (1952) may have predicted, our
interviews with these modern-day ‘folk’ did in fact produce a plethora of local tales and
superstitions. Even just a cursory glance reveals that the folklore of Boggart Hole Clough is,
indeed, very much alive today, including the nineteenth-century folktale recounted by Roby
concerning Farmer Cheetham (Appendix D). While two respondents relayed only vague
details of Roby’s haunted farmhouse (A6, C2), five other local residents recounted this
tradition quite accurately, particularly the anecdote of the ‘flitting Boggart’: ‘the Boggart
pops out of the milk churns and says ‘you can’t escape from me that easily’’ (A7, repeated in
A5, B6, C1, C8).
However, the twenty-four interviews produced numerous other tales and superstitions,
a final count revealing that the local residents relayed a total of thirty-nine traditions. Some of
these traditions concerned the Boggart, at times providing only snippets of information, such
as ‘the Boggarts come out at night’ (A1). Other traditions, however, are more elaborate. One
respondent claimed that ‘the Boggarts stole children, particularly babies. They used to pull
them down the holes’ (B1, repeated in B2, C1, C2, C8), and another recounted the belief that
the Boggarts are ‘not meant to be here anymore…Do you know Mount Carmel Church?
There’s a steeple and a cross on top of it. And I’ve been told that when that cross comes
down, the Boggarts will return’ (B7). Another tradition involved the Arthurian character
Morgana le Fay, who apparently advised a homeless Boggart to set down his roots in
Blackley (C1), and perhaps one of the most detailed narratives was told by a respondent from
Group C:
the Boggart was a giant who lived in the area. And Boggart Hole Clough was
formed after this fight the giant had with some guy, some hero of Blackley,
and that the hills in Boggart Hole Clough are made from the Boggart’s
body...And at the bottom of one of the paths, it’s got a hill-thing, and it’s got
a rock on it, a little rock, and that’s supposed to be the Boggart’s tooth that
came out during the fight. So it’s called the ‘giant’s tooth’. (C6)
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This reference to the ‘giant’s tooth’ (Fig. 11) was repeated by other local residents
(C1, C3, C4, C8), at one point described instead as the ‘giant’s toe’ (B8), and is just one of
many such folkloric bynames of Boggart Hole Clough’s geographic features. A steep set of
steps, known as the ‘ninety-nine steps’ (Fig. 12), which lead out of the park onto Glen
Avenue in Moston, are believed to grant wishes for those who successfully climb them (C1
and C8), and beneath one of the park’s foot-bridges is a rock known as the ‘Devil’s Seat’:
‘It’s like forbidden because it’s like the devil’s throne’ (C2). As well as a Boggart, the park
is also believed to be haunted by the ‘white lady’, ‘the ghost of a woman who’d committed
suicide’ (B5), and the ground within the park supposedly accommodates numerous ‘fairy
rings’ (C8). White plastic and paper bags in the trees are believed to be manifestations of
spirits or the Boggart (B1, C1, C8), and there is reputably a troll lurking beneath the footbridge leading to the ‘ninety-nine steps’ (Fig. 12), placated only if those who wish to cross
throw a ten pence piece over the railing (C3, C4, C5).

Figure 11 – The
‘giant’s tooth’
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Figure 12 –
The ‘ninetynine’ steps

As Henderson noted, ‘in almost every part of our island we occasionally come across
such bits of stubborn antiquity, but in the North of England they abound’ (1879: 1). It
appears that this is as true now as it was when Henderson was writing; as one local resident
of Boggart Hole Clough claimed, the park has a ‘story that’s been going on for like
generations. Like my dad told me, his dad could have told him, and I’ll tell my kids’ (C5). It
is evidently still very much a reservoir of folkloric beliefs, superstitions, and traditions.
However, as ‘stubborn’ as these beliefs may be, they are far from static. As Redner asserted,
local cultures only survive if they are able to ‘transform themselves in such a way as to be
able to cope with the changing pace of global technological civilization’ (2004: 12). Like all
entities, folklore must adapt to survive; it must, as Dundes proclaimed, continue to ‘appeal
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to the psyches of many, many individuals’ (1980: 34). Rather than remaining cocooned in
the past, folklore must therefore embrace modernity, perpetually evolving to make itself
relevant to the contemporary ‘folk’, otherwise they will not continue to purvey it.
Fortunately, folklore proves to be, in Opie and Opie’s words, ‘as wily as a serpent’
(1978: 68); folktales which may appear antiquated at first glance often reveal themselves to
be relatively recent adaptations, having moulded themselves to suit time and place, so that
an old tale is transmitted anew in what McKelvie termed ‘contemporary guise’ (1963: 90).
For example, Jack and the Beanstalk, in its diffusion across the Atlantic, has been ‘modified
to assume a characteristic American flavour’ (Wolfenstein 1965: 110); instead of stealing
the harp and the hen that lays golden eggs, some American traditions have Jack stealing a
knife and a gun (1965: 110-112). Similarly, in an Italian version of Little Red Riding Hood,
the body parts of the grandmother are disguised as the typically Italian fare of lasagne and
tortellini (Dundes 1988: 20), while in a four year old girl’s rendition of Jack and the
Beanstalk, recorded by Niles, ‘the giant’s castle is transformed into something resembling an
American hamburger stand’, with the giant’s wife serving Jack a milkshake and burger, and
the giant himself eating a stack of pancakes (1978: 323).
The survival of fairytales and folktales necessitates fluidity and malleability, and it
appears that the stories of Boggart Hole Clough lend themselves rather well to
reinterpretation. As one local resident remarked, referring to such tales:
They grow up, with someone, and then they get blown up, and blown up, and
blown up. And somebody else adds a bit that they think is right. Somebody else
forgets a bit that was right and adds something else. The legend is two-hundred
years old, fifty years old, ten minutes old. Who knows? (A6)
Many of the tales and superstitions told by local residents are not identical to those we read of
from the nineteenth century; their general essences may be similar, but the details are often
not. This is because the traditions have been modified, adapted, and recontextualised as they
were passed down through the generations.
One such example of these tales having been reinterpreted in ‘contemporary guise’
(McKelvie 1963: 90) is the succession of transformations that the Boggart ‘Hole’ itself
undergoes from the nineteenth century to the present day. The tradition which Roby recounted
is that the ‘Hole’ refers to a knot-hole in the wooden partition covering a closet beneath the
farmer’s staircase, which the Boggart used as ‘a peep-hole to watch the motions of the family’
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(1829: 299). Only one local resident interviewed relayed a similar tradition: ‘I heard that
there’s a hole in the basement of where the Boggart used to live. And that was the Boggart’s
hole’ (C1). For fourteen other local residents, however, the ‘Hole’ simply referred to the holelike dwelling of the Boggart, usually simply a hole in the ground, but sometimes described as
the space beneath a bridge (C5) (Fig. 13) or the area behind a rusty grill (B4) (Fig. 14). So the
twenty-first century tradition has been altered from the nineteenth-century tradition.

Figure 13 – Bridge believed to be the
Boggart ‘hole’

Figure 14 – Clough behind a grill
believed to be the home of the Boggart,
Photograph c.1900

However, the ‘Hole’ has undergone a further transformation, for three other
respondents believe that the Boggarts’ holes are actually drainage grids (Fig. 15): ‘they [the
Boggarts] can also access children through grids. So we were very suspicious of grids in
Boggart Hole Clough’ (B1, repeated in C2, C8). As Gazin-Schwartz and Holtorf observed,
everyone ‘constructs ideas and images of the past from materials available in the present’
(1999: 3). These drainage grids, several of which line Boggart Hole Clough’s Main Avenue,
are relatively modern in date, having been inserted no earlier than 1910, as is evidenced by
the absence of any drainage weirs marked on the 1910 Ordnance Survey map of the area, and
the presence of them in the Ordnance Survey maps from 1923 onwards (Figs. 16-17). The
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local residents have therefore incorporated aspects of the modern, material world into their
folklore, and the Boggart ‘Hole’ has thus evolved from Roby’s hole in the partition of Farmer
Cheetham’s staircase, to the far more physical and tangible drainage grids that pepper the
park’s Main Avenue today. It is adaptations such as this which make the folktales of Boggart
Hole Clough more relevant to the modern day, more relatable for the modern ‘folk’, and
therefore much more capable of survival.

Figure 15 – A
twenty-firstcentury Boggart’s
‘hole’; one of the
park’s numerous
drainage grids
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Figure 16 – Absence of drainage weirs marked on Ordnance Survey map, 1910

Figure 17 – Drainage weirs marked on Ordnance Survey map, 1923
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However, the folklore of Boggart Hole Clough has not only survived; evidence
suggests that it has, in fact, experienced something of a resurgence. The interviews with local
residents reveal generational changes in the amount and depth of folktales transmitted by the
‘folk’, and if we contrast the transcripts of Group A (ages 60 and above) with those of Group
C (ages 18-30), these changes are particularly noticeable. Each group contributed a certain
number of traditions and superstitions regarding Boggart Hole Clough, and the younger the
generation, the higher the number. Group A, for example, contributed six traditions, and even
these were rather vague, such as ‘you’ll see the Boggart in the mist’ (A3) and the Boggart was
‘an old man who lived on the island’ (A5). Group B contributed eight such stories and
superstitions. Group C, on the other hand, relayed an impressive twenty-five, ranging from the
battle fought between a giant and the ‘hero of Blackley’ (C6), to the troll who supposedly sits
in wait beneath a foot-bridge (C3, C4, C5). This increase – from the six stories contributed by
Group A to the twenty-five of Group C – is a highly notable one, and it surely reflects a
growth in folklore.
However, it is not only the number of stories told that increased between Group A and
C, but the amount of time spent relaying folklore. Although respondents in Group A spoke for
longer than those in Groups B and C – Group A’s average word count was 980; Group B’s,
849; and Group C’s, 821.125 – those in Group A spent far fewer words describing Boggart
Hole Clough’s folktales. While an average of 73.24% of Group C’s words (and 49.86% of
Group B’s) focused on folktales and superstitions, only 29.5% of Group A’s words had a
similar focus. Instead, members of Group A preferred to recount tales of their youth and
nostalgically describe the park’s former glory, offering accounts of Sunday trips to the
bandstand (A1, A4, A8), the park’s cafeteria and sweet shop (A1, A3, A4, A5, A8), rowing
boats on the lake (A1, A6, A8), and children playing football (A2, A3, A4, A6).
Having spent much of their interviews reminiscing about days gone by – ‘Boggart
Hole Clough was a beautiful park but everything’s got to change’ (A3) – Group A
consequently contributed very little folklore. This may simply indicate that members of Group
A, no doubt many of whom have had little opportunity in the recent past to recount such
memories to an interested audience, considered stories of their youth more interesting than
folktales and superstitions; as oral historian Yow warned, age often determines what
information an interviewee considers important (2006: 64). However, on closer inspection,
the interview transcripts reveal that Group A were not only less interested in the folktales, but
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that, in contrast to members of Group C, they simply did not know many. As one member of
Group A recounted:
I remember going into the Clough, but I don’t ever remember, at all, there
being anything in the Clough saying what a Boggart was. There was no
monument to a Boggart. Nobody discussed a Boggart. I really don’t think it
was on people’s radar at all, the idea of the Boggart. (A8)
As Niles wrote, ‘folklore has been defined half-playfully as ‘a way of getting to know
your grandparents’’ (1978: 320); we all, no doubt, share the same stereotypical image of the
grandmother sitting before a flaming hearth, regaling her wide-eyed, eager grandchildren with
folkloric tales that they will, in turn, pass on to their grandchildren. This is evidently not the
case with Boggart Hole Clough. Here, it appears that the roles have been reversed, and it is
the grandchildren – the younger generation – who are the more vibrant purveyors of folktales.
While the stories recounted by Group A are vague, cursory, and few and far between, Group
C relayed a wealth of varied traditions, providing indisputable proof that folklore has not only
survived the transition into our ‘secular age’ (Taylor 2007: 1), but that it is recovering from an
early-twentieth-century ‘slump’, revitalised and arguably more alive than ever.
The question remains, however, why this is the case. Why did Group C purvey more
folklore than Group A? Why does the rapidly progressive, highly urbanised, and
characteristically secular society of the twenty-first century appear to provide more fertile
ground in which folklore can flourish than in days gone by? These are questions that will be
considered in the next three chapters.
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III – Folklore and Popular Culture
In order to understand why the younger local residents of Boggart Hole Clough appear to
transmit more folklore than the older local residents, it must be considered how they transmit
it, particularly regarding the language they use. Each local resident was asked to describe
what they considered the Boggart to look like, and the number of adjectives and supernaturalspecific nouns used were counted for each age group. Group A, for example, collectively used
fourteen adjectives and supernatural nouns to describe the Boggart, such as ‘frightening’ (A1,
A4), ‘forbidding’ (A2), and ‘ghost’ (A6, A8); Group B used forty-nine; and Group C used
sixty-two. The amount of descriptive words used, therefore, actually quadrupled from Group
A to Group C, highlighting the vagueness and lack of description that characterises the Group
A interviews in contrast to those of the younger generations. Group A, however, not only
described the Boggart less vividly than Groups B and C, but they described the creature
differently.
While many attempts have been made to define the Boggart (Barber and Riches 1971:
27; Briggs 1979: 32; Eberhart 2002: 31), it is clear that no single definition can prove
adequate, for as Wood wrote, monsters are ‘protean, changing from period to period as
society’s basic fears clothe themselves in fashionable or immediately accessible garments’
(1986: 79). Monsters are, much like folklore, highly mutable; they are easily adapted to suit
changing fashions and anxieties (Röhrich 1988: 3; Bellin 2005). The opinions of what
constitutes a Boggart today, therefore, will be widely varied, just as they were in the
nineteenth century. While Roby described the Boggart of Boggart Hole Clough as a ‘strange
elf...sly and mischievous’ (1829: 296), he dubbed another local Boggart, the Clegg-Hall
Boggart, a ‘troubled and angry spirit’ (1831: 9). Milner, on the other hand, described him as a
‘Robin Goodfellow...a homely sprite’ (1881: 263-264), while Roeder labelled the Boggart a
‘lonely creature’ (1907: 70). Henderson equated him with the Padfoot, a ‘precursor of death’
(1879: 274), while Hardwick compared him to Shakespeare’s Puck (1872: 124).
Group A’s descriptions of the Boggart, however, are far less vivid and colourful.
Three local residents described the Boggart as a man (A1, A3, A5) and two others classified it
as a ghost (A6 and A8), adding no imaginative details or flourishes. When asked what they
believed a Boggart looked like, many of the respondents claimed that they simply did not
know: ‘Nobody knows because no one’s seem them’ (A1, repeated in A4) and ‘I don’t have
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any image of what a Boggart looks like. You see, the thing is, I don’t know what they were
supposed to be’ (A8). While pragmatic declarations of lack of knowledge appear to colour
most of Group A’s interviews, it is a sense of loss that characterises Group B’s: ‘They’ve died
now, gone to Boggart-heaven’ proclaimed one member of Group B, when asked about belief
in Boggarts (B3), while other local residents stated that Boggarts are ‘not meant to be here
anymore’ (B7) or that ‘[i]f they were there, they’re gone now’ (B2).
In contrast to Group A’s evasive vagueness and Group B’s allusions to the departure
and absence of the Boggarts, Group C appears to have given the Boggarts a far more solid –
and present – form, peppering their narratives with imaginative adjectives: ‘small’ and ‘little’
(C1, C4, C5, C6, C8); ‘podgy’ (C1); ‘mischievous’ (C1, C6, C8); ‘bluey-grey’ (C1); ‘dark’
(C2, C7); ‘mysterious’ (C2, C8); ‘slimy’ (C2); ‘oozy’ (C2); and ‘evil’ (C3). Group C also
included a wealth of supernatural nouns in their descriptions of the Boggart: ‘poltergeist’ (C1,
C8); ‘goblin’ (C1, C4, C8); ‘gremlins’ (C2); ‘sprite’ (C1, C6); ‘trickster’ (C1); ‘trolls’ (C2,
C5); ‘monster’ (C4); ‘fairy’ (C6); ‘elf’ (C6); ‘giant’ (C6); ‘swamp-creatures’ (C7); ‘forest
imp’ (C8); ‘gnomes’ (C8); ‘orcs’ (C8); and ‘prankster’ (C8).
Group C’s use of sixty-two adjectives and supernatural nouns, in contrast to Group
A’s use of a mere fourteen, illuminates one of the most notable differences between the two
age groups: those aged 18-30 have a much firmer knowledge – and hence a much wider
vocabulary – of the supernatural than those aged 60 and above. One theory for this
discrepancy between the two generations was proposed by one of the local residents
themselves:
I think it’s a basic human need to believe, to believe in a myth. Now that the
Christian myth has been rejected, people have got to find something else.
That’s why people now believe in things like Wicca and reflexology and
crystals and in ribbon-readings and tarot-card readings...People will know
much more, and be much more interested and open, in the idea of spirits and so
on. (A8)
In other words, Group C’s wider knowledge of the supernatural may be a result of the New
Age movement, tied in with the resurgence of beliefs in reincarnation, astrology, numerology,
extrasensory perception, angelology, and Wicca, which have been flourishing since the 1960s
and are still increasing to this day (Vyse 1997: 150). Hoping to understand the origins behind
this great wave of beliefs in the supernatural and spirituality, Northcott advocated a similar
opinion to that of the local resident quoted above: ‘Magic arises when religious expression
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and influence appear to be declining’ (1992: 10). The dwindling hold of official religion over
a society leaves the members of that society questioning their identity and, as Heelas argued,
‘the New Age movement is a response to the cultural uncertainty of our times’ (1996: 3).
In theory, therefore, members of Group C – and, to a lesser extent, Group B – are
much more open to ideas of the supernatural and spirituality as a result of the decline in
official religion in England, and the subsequent rise of the New Age movement. There is,
however, one rather major setback to this theory. When asked if they actually believe in the
Boggart, or any other supernatural being in Boggart Hole Clough, only one respondent from
Group C claimed to still believe (C4), while another admitted that ‘all stories have a grain of
truth’ (C7). The other six members of Group C replied that, while they may have done so
when they were children, they no longer believe in the Boggart. The younger generation,
therefore, appear to be no more inclined to believe in supernatural creatures than the older
generation, and it is my opinion that, while the New Age movement may have played an
essential role in a country-wide resurgence in interests in folktales and the supernatural, the
resurgence in Boggart Hole Clough folklore specifically may have more to do with factors far
closer to home. Group C are not more ‘open’ to ideas of Boggarts and the supernatural; they
are simply more exposed to them.
A cursory glance at Group C’s descriptions of the Boggart clearly illustrates what
medium the younger generation most commonly draw upon when asked to envision a
supernatural creature. The Boggart is variously compared to ‘a sprite, like out of the Sprite
advert’ (C1); ‘gremlins’ (C2) (Fig. 18); ‘the troll from Labyrinth’ (C5) (Fig. 19); ‘the toy
trolls’ (C5) (Fig. 20); ‘the gnomes off The Never-Ending Story’ (C8) (Fig. 21); and ‘orcs’
(C8) (Fig. 22). As is starkly evident, members of Group C drew on popular culture when
asked to describe the Boggart, and there were several other references to films, books, and
games throughout Group C’s interviews: the collectible card game Magic: The Gathering
(C1) (Fig. 23), C. S. Lewis’ The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe (C3), and J. K. Rowling’s
Harry Potter (C7). In total, Group C gave ten examples from popular culture in their
narratives. Group B gave four examples: there were two more references to Harry Potter (B3,
B6), another reference to the film Labyrinth (B2), and a reference to Boggarts in the boardgame Dungeons and Dragons (B6). Group A, however, drew on no comparisons with popular
culture at all in their narratives.
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Left: Figure 18 – Gremlins, 1984

Below: Figure 19 – ‘Hoggle’ from
Labyrinth, 1986

Figure 20 – A toy ‘troll’

Figure 21 – Gnome-like character
from The Never-Ending Story, 1984
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Figure 22 –
‘Orcs’ from The
Lord of the
Rings: The Two
Towers, 2002

Figure 23 – Boggart cards from Magic: The Gathering
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These generational differences are hardly surprising; the younger generations today
are much more exposed to popular culture, and thus to images of the supernatural and
fantastical, than the older generations were. The genres of fantasy and science-fiction have
resurged in the West from the 1980s (Schechter 1988: 123ff), with films such as The NeverEnding Story (1984), Labyrinth (1986), The Princess Bride (1987), and Willow (1988), not to
mention the Star Wars franchise (1977-2005). Even more so, today, as Butler wrote, the
‘fantasy film would appear to be experiencing something of a golden age’ (2009: 5), with
numerous successful fantasy films having been released in the last decade: the Lord of the
Rings trilogy (2001-2003), Pan’s Labyrinth (2006), Stardust (2007), and the Harry Potter
films (2001-2011).
The popularity of the horror genre has also increased greatly over the preceding
decades, having flourished particularly since the 1980s (Carroll 1990: 1). It was rumoured in
1987 that one in every four books being printed was written by Stephen King (Carroll 1990:
207), making him ‘the most successful storyteller in human history’ (Skal 1993: 354), and
illuminating the popularity of the horror genre. Since then, horror has experienced resurgence
after resurgence, so much so that a twenty-first-century audience proves far harder to scare in
the cinema than an audience from the 1970s (Hutchings 2004: 94). People today are much
more exposed, and consequently jaded, to images of horror and the fantastical than they were
one or two generations ago, with the modern mass media populating our television shows and
movies with werewolves, vampires, ghosts, zombies, and a wealth of other such grotesque
monsters and supernatural beings.
It is not only books and films, however, that provide this exposure: popular imports
from Japan, such as Pokémon, Yu-Gi-Oh! and Magic: The Gathering (referred to in C1), as
well as the role-playing game Dungeons and Dragons (referred to in B6), have had much
influence on the imaginations of the younger generations. Pokémon, which was designed for
Game Boy in 1989 and is described by Allison as ‘the biggest kids’ craze of the decade’
(2006: 2), is a game populated by more than three hundred pokémon – ‘pocket monsters’ –
and many children will have become familiar with images of these monsters. The same can be
said for those who play Magic: The Gathering, a game which includes several ‘Boggart
cards’, with detailed pictures of green and brown troll-like creatures (Fig. 23). Through such
games the younger generations have become familiar with images, and also the names, of
supernatural beings, and so it is unsurprising that Group C, and some members of Group B,
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who will have had much more exposure to these forms of popular culture than members of
Group A, were far more confident and expressive in their descriptions of the Boggart.
It was the belief, shared by several folklorists, that this great increase in popular
culture, from films and books to computer games, has (or inevitably will) cause a decline in
folklore. Redner asserted that ‘[f]ilms and television are now the preferred media for
narration, and all the older ways of storytelling are becoming antiquated’ (2004: 9), while
Bascom contended that ‘folklore has decreased as...mechanical devices such as phonographs,
radios, moving pictures, and television have developed’ (1965: 296). This is evidently not the
case. Our interviews with the local residents of Boggart Hole Clough would suggest that
popular culture and mass media have actually sparked an increase in interest in – or at least
familiarity with – folktales. This was, in fact, the objective of Tajiri Satoshi, the creator of
Pokémon; recognising that children of the post-industrial age have limited opportunities to
experience the world for themselves and exercise their imaginations, he aimed to design a
game that would ‘give back to youth that capacity for experience that late-stage capitalism
threatens to take away’ (Allison 2006: 31).
Not only has exposure to images of the supernatural, through mass media and popular
culture, given members of Group C a firmer grasp of the supernatural, and hence more
confidence in their transmittance of folktales, but this flourishing of the genres of fantasy and
horror may have sparked an increase in folklore itself. There is, after all, only a very fine line
between the horror film and the folktale; between the fantasy book and the fairytale. Manlove
defined ‘fantasy’ as ‘fiction evoking wonder and containing a substantial and irreducible
element of the supernatural’ (1975: 1); this definition could easily encompass folk- and
fairytales also. Schechter, who was studying the ‘reciprocal relationship between the popular
arts and folklore’ (1988: 147), traced similarities between well-known tales and horror films,
such as the story of ‘Hansel and Gretel’, recounted by the Brothers Grimm, and Friday the
13th (1980), in both of which ‘a group of youngsters...venture into a gloomy forest and
encounter a murderous Terrible Mother’ (1988: 31). That both stories, no matter how different
the mediums, had derived from the same inherent and ubiquitous fears can hardly be disputed.
Similarly, if we consider the themes of Brunvard’s (1983) most often encountered
American urban legends – ‘The Vanishing Hitchhiker’, ‘The Hook’, ‘The Killer in the
Backseat’, and ‘The Roommate’s Death’, to name but a few – it is easy to draw parallels
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between folklore and the popular ‘slasher’ movie. It is also easy to hypothesise that these
folktales, which have so much in common with their horror-film descendants, are kept alive
because of these similarities. There is no denying that the tales of Boggart Hole Clough share
many common themes with the horror genre: a deep, dark forest; a haunted farmhouse; an
invisible trickster; creatures emerging from the ground to steal young children. Had Boggart
Hole Clough been a flat, open field, traditionally populated by benevolent fairies rather than
malevolent – or, at best, ambivalent – Boggarts, then perhaps the tales would not have
survived to the present day. Stories of trolls lurking beneath bridges, or of the devil punishing
children who sit on his rock, or of the ghost of the ‘white lady’ wandering through the shaded
cloughs of the park, all have one thing in common: simply put, they are scary, and as
Brunvard wrote, people everywhere ‘love a good scare’ (1983: 46).
It is clear from the interviews that the local residents of Boggart Hole Clough,
particularly when children, enjoyed the thrill and the adrenaline rush that comes with fear.
One respondent recounted how he ‘and the other lads would come here and dare each other
about the Boggart and the white lady. It was a dare, you see. An initiation rite, kind of’ (B5).
Similarly, one member of Group C related how ‘we all used to make dares for each other to
go sit on Devil’s Seat’ (C2), and another respondent spoke of how she and a group of friends
would venture into the main valley of Boggart Hole Clough to ‘do Ouija board there and freak
each other out, because it was pretty creepy’ (C8). ‘Creepy’ this may have been, but as this
respondent explained, ‘when you’re a child, what scares you kind of attracts you at the same
time’ (C8). The childhood stories and ‘dares’, just like Hollywood horror movies, all ‘cater to
the same wish to push the level of tolerable fright as far as possible’ (Brunvard 1983: 46), and
Boggart Hole Clough appears to provide the perfect setting for such ‘pushing’.
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IV – Folklore and the Natural Environment
‘A landscape is a cultural image’, wrote Cosgrove and Daniels, in their study on the
Iconography of Landscape (1988: 1). No matter how natural an environment is, it is still
subject to cultural symbolism and interpretation. Likewise, no matter how firmly rooted in
culture a tradition is, it is still greatly influenced by its natural surroundings. So too is the
folklore of Boggart Hole Clough, and thus we cannot study the park’s folktales without
considering them in relation to the park’s physical environment. It seems prudent, therefore,
to adopt a phenomenological approach, which was advocated by archaeologist Christopher
Tilley. ‘Landscapes are experienced in practice’, he asserted, rather than by studying them on
a map (1994: 23). In order to understand why a certain place has been imbued with
significance, you must immerse yourself in that environment, considering it in relation to your
own ‘personal spatial experiences’ (1994: 74): what you can see and feel around you; what
you can hear and smell; and how the landscape alters as you move through it.
Adhering to Tilley’s phenomenological methods, therefore, we shall consider Boggart
Hole Clough as a physical setting, and the park’s most prominent physical feature is, of
course, the forest. The word ‘Blackley’ itself literally means ‘black wood’, ‘leah’ being the
Old English word for wood or grove (Ekwall 1936: 44), and the ancient woodland that still
covers much of the park’s 171 acres has grown dense and wild (Figs. 24-25). The sky is often
concealed behind a tight canopy of branches, while the ground is hidden beneath a thick layer
of overgrown brambles; the forest feels, when one stands within it, isolated and all-pervading.
It is little wonder, then, that the park is such a hotbed of folklore, for trees and forests, due to
their age, are believed to provide a community with a sense of continuity (Garner 2004: 94),
and as Davies observed, as ‘links with the past, be it actual or mythical, particular trees make
ideas more realistic and dynamic in the present’ (1988: 34). The collective trees of Boggart
Hole Clough, therefore, as ancient links to a mythical past, make the tales of the Boggart
much more tangible to the modern ‘folk’, for the modern ‘folk’ can actually still stand in the
very forest where these tales were set, exploring the cloughs and densely wooded ravines
where the Boggart was himself said to roam.
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Above: Figure 24 – The
dense forest of Boggart
Hole Clough

Left: Figure 25 – A
clough of Boggart Hole
Clough
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The forest of Boggart Hole Clough, however, does more than substantiate and
dynamise the folktales; it also explains their rather sinister nature, for forests have been
perceived as dangerous and mystical places for as long as human memory (Harrison 1992: 1).
The very word ‘forest’, which most likely derives from the Latin foris, translating as
‘outside’, delineates its Otherness (Schama 1995: 83); while the city has always represented
Culture, the forest has always epitomized what lies outside of Culture: Nature, and therefore
is perceived as, to use Harrison’s words, ‘the veritable frontier of civilization’ (1992: 17).
Additionally, the forest marked the boundary between Christian and heathen, for it was
widely believed in early Christian times that forests provided a haven for those still clinging
to their pagan beliefs, and as a setting for their heathen rituals (Harrison 1992: 62). Indeed, in
Frazer’s comparative study of mythology, The Golden Bough, 232 pages are dedicated to a
catalogue of world-wide examples of sacred groves, tree spirits, and tree worship (1990: 1232), in which 114 beliefs and rituals are cited (Rival 1998: 5). It is hardly surprising,
therefore, that forests have become what Porteous has termed ‘the theatre of superstition’
(1928: 270).
The Brothers Grimm, for example, often utilised forests as the mysterious settings for
their fairytales (Harrison 1992: 169): Hansel and Gretel, The House in the Forest, Little Red
Cap, and The Three Little Gnomes in the Forest (Zipes 2007), to name but a few. Forests
feature just as prominently in modern-day ‘fairytales’ (Hickman 2010: 9), such as
Donaldson’s The Gruffalo (1999) and Rowling’s Harry Potter, in which the ‘Forbidden
Forest’ (Fig. 26) is home to centaurs, unicorns, werewolves, and giant spiders (1997: 182).
Hollywood in particular has adopted the image of the forest as the archetypal sinister
environment, in movies such as Friday the 13th (1980), The Blair Witch Project (1999) (Fig.
27), Sleepy Hollow (1999) (Fig. 28), and Cabin Fever (2002). Shyamalan’s The Village
(2004), in particular, illustrates the ominous Otherness with which forests are often imbued;
there is a ‘forbidden line’ between the human-inhabited valley and the monster-populated
woods (Fig. 29). As one character solemnly notes, ‘we do not go into their woods, they do
not come into our valley’.1

1

http://www.script-o-rama.com/movie_scripts/v/the-village-script-transcript.html
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Figure 26 – The
‘Forbidden
Forest’ in Harry
Potter and the
Philosopher’s
Stone, 2001

Figure 27 –
Promotional
poster for The
Blair Witch
Project, 1999

Figure 28 –
Promotional
poster for Sleepy
Hollow, 1999
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Figure 29 –
The
‘forbidden
line’ between
the valley and
the woods.
Still from The
Village, 2004
It is unsurprising, therefore, that the forest of Boggart Hole Clough should have come
to be similarly populated by supernatural creatures. As one local resident explained, Boggart
Hole Clough is:
a very atmospheric park, and I think it’s a lot to do with the fact that it’s got a lot of
old woods that have just been allowed to mature and just get quite overgrown and
quite inaccessible. So there’s mystery in there. (B2)
However, not only is the park densely wooded, but it also contains the largest and deepest
combination of cloughs in Manchester,2 and it was no doubt the steepness of the numerous
ravines that prevented cultivation or building in the area (Rackam 1976: 112). It is all of these
elements – the size and amount of cloughs, the deepness of the ravines, and the lack of
development within the park – as well as the density of its forest, that have contributed to the
sense of danger many local residents claim to feel when within Boggart Hole Clough; several
respondents, describing the park as ‘very deep and frightening’ (A1), ‘spooky’ (B1),
‘secluded’ (B1, C8), ‘dark’ (A6, C3, C7, C8), and ‘freaky’ (C3), asserted that there are areas
they consider dangerous and would not venture into alone (A2, B1, C3, C4, C5, C7, C8).
It is primarily, therefore, the topographical features of Boggart Hole Clough that
establish this park as the ideal setting for the area’s frightening folktales. However, such
topographical features are far from permanent; after all, no natural environment – indeed, no
environment at all – remains static and unaltered over time. Boggart Hole Clough proves to be
no different. Today, the forest of the park may seem largely wild, but it has not always been
so. Writing in 1911, John Ward described how Manchester’s Parks Committee had begun

2

Mearns, pers. comm.
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renovations of Boggart Hole Clough at the start of the twentieth century, for it had apparently
fallen into disrepair during the 1800s (1911: 251): they planted trees and flowers, filled the
boating lake with fish, and restored bridges and park roads ‘so that great numbers of visitors
can parade at the same time without being overcrowded’ (1911: 253). As was fashionable for
early-twentieth-century parks, Boggart Hole Clough became very neatly kept, its hedges
trimmed to perfection, its flowerbeds tidily arranged, and its lanes wide and clean, expressing,
as Daniels wrote, ‘a military sense of command’ (1988: 45) (Figs. 30-31).

Figure 30 – Postcard of Boggart Hole Clough’s Main Avenue, c.1900

Figure 31 – Postcard of Boggart Hole Clough, c.1900
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However, Boggart Hole Clough did not remain so highly manicured; in recent years, it
has been allowed to return to its natural state. Both Saul Mearns, the park warden, and Peter
Milner, the secretary for Boggart Hole Clough Community Action Trust, have spoken of
deliberate efforts taken to revert the park to its original environmental conditions. Milner, for
example, believes that, as this is a rare example of ancient semi-natural woodland, only
indigenous trees should be planted and the wildness of the forest should be encouraged to
flourish.3 Indeed, if we contrast postcards from the early twentieth century with photographs
taken in 2011, showing the same areas within the park, it is easy to perceive the changes made
over the last century (Figs 32-45). Plants and trees are no longer meticulously tended, but are
allowed to grow wild, so that much of the park’s 171 acres now appears to be one large,
overgrown forest.

Figure 32 –
Postcard of
Boggart Hole
Clough’s small
waterfall, c.1900

Figure 33 –
Photograph of
Boggart Hole
Clough’s small
waterfall, 2011

3

Personal communication with S. Mearns and P. Milner, 2011.

53

76743720

Figure 34 – Postcard of the ‘ninety-nine’ steps, c.1900

Figure 35 – Photograph of the ‘ninety-nine’ steps, 2011
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Figure 36 – The Main Avenue, c.1900

Figure 37 – The Main Avenue, 2011
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Figure 38 – The ‘five-ways’, c.1900

Figure 39 – The ‘five-ways’, 2011
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Figure 40 – The ‘five-ways’, c.1900

Figure 41 – The ‘five-ways’, 2011
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Figure 42 – The ‘grotto’ bridge, c.1900

Figure 43 – The ‘grotto’ bridge, 2011
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Figure 44 – The boating lake and island, c.1900

Figure 45 – The boating lake and island, 2011
59

76743720

As Garner wrote, trees and forests play an ‘intimate role in creating a sense of place’
(2004: 90); they are not merely incidental to our perceptions of a given environment; they are
integral to them, and so when an environment changes, its cultural associations also change.
Indeed, there does seem to be a correlation between the condition of the park and the
prominence of its folklore. Our literary evidence, as studied in the first chapter, proves that
prior to the park’s renovation at the start of the twentieth century, there was a proliferation of
folklore. The oral evidence of Group A’s interviews, however, reveal that the folklore of
Boggart Hole Clough underwent an early-to-mid twentieth-century slump – which coincided
with the park’s renovation. Similarly, the resurgence of folklore two generations later just as
neatly coincides with the park’s reversion to its natural, untamed state. Scary stories, it
appears, do not flourish when they are not provided with an appropriately scary setting. The
more Boggart Hole Clough resembles the deep, dark forests of fairytales or of Hollywood’s
horror movies, the more it becomes the subject of frightening folktales.
However, the change in the condition of the park has not only caused an increase in
folktales, but also in a perceived sense of real, non-supernatural threats. Murders, flashers,
suicides, and muggings are just some of the incidents believed to have increasingly plagued
Boggart Hole Clough (A1, A7, A8, B5, C3, C8), and one respondent had in fact been attacked
in the park (C6). Often, it is the density of the forest and the lack of development that are held
accountable for the increase in crime – or the increase in the fear of crime – for as one
member of Group C claimed, she would not walk alone in the park:
where it’s built up with trees and bushes, where anyone could be hiding in there.
Maybe I’d walk through the park where the houses are, where people could see
me. Where it’s more civilised. I feel a bit safer there. But not where all the trees
are. (C5)
Other respondents shared the same fears, one person commenting on how simple it would be
‘if one was of a mugging frame of mind...[to] hide in the bushes, be very aware of who’s
around, just wait for some vulnerable person to come along’ (A7), while another respondent
explained that ‘down in the valley it’s quite secluded...and there’s just a lot of places for
people to hide’ (C8).
This correlation between the density of trees and shrubbery with fear of crime is
certainly not unique to the local residents of Boggart Hole Clough. Numerous studies of the
public’s perception of urban parks world-wide have revealed that, as Kuo et al. wrote, a sense
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of ‘safety depends on the ability to detect a perpetrator and to observe one’s surroundings’
(1998: 34). Nasar and Fisher termed this ability ‘prospect’ (1992: 37), and environments with
densely clustered trees are considered ‘low-prospect areas’, for the trees make surveillance
much more difficult as well as providing concealment for potential predators (Nasar and
Fisher 1992: 56). Similarly, in Schroeder and Anderson’s study of the perceived security of
urban parks in North America, it was revealed that, while forested areas are generally
considered more attractive than open fields and developed areas, people still ‘perceive greater
safety in developed urban parks and feel least safe in densely forested areas’ (1984: 184).
If a person’s sense of safety is intrinsically linked with their physical environment, it
is unsurprising that Boggart Hole Clough, which certainly constitutes a ‘low-prospect area’
(Nasar and Fisher 1992: 37), is considered unsafe, particularly for children. Our interviews
with the park’s local residents, for instance, reveal that the younger generations were
permitted to play unsupervised in Boggart Hole Clough as children far less than the older
generations. As one respondent from Group B claimed:
the time I was growing up was the time of the child murders, of Ian Brady
and Myra Hindley. And up to that point, I always remember being able to
play quite happily outside, with no fear, and it was after that – because it was
a sort of local murder – that’s when more and more of these stories came to
light, and that was a deterrent, of course, for children not to play out on their
own after dark. But particularly in the Clough. (B1)
Countrywide, parents are increasingly concerned with the protection of their children; as a
2006 report in The Guardian divulged, in the last twenty years, a child’s ‘home habitat’ – the
area in which a child is permitted to travel alone – has shrunk by a startling 90% (Voce 2006),
and The Observer reported, in 2008, that one third of parents will not even allow their older
children, aged eight to fifteen, to play outside (Asthana and Revill 2008). To use Frith’s term,
our younger generations are being ‘battery reared’,4 their mobility and access to local parks
becoming increasingly restricted (Gill 2007: 7).
However, this decline in the local residents’ collective sense of safety has not caused
a decline in the folklore; in fact, it proves to be the opposite. After all, what better way to
deter children from venturing into a park alone than to deluge them with frightening tales of
child-stealing Boggarts (B1, B2, C1, C2, C8)? Society has been utilising folk- and fairytales
4

http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/this-britain/batteryreared-children-miss-out-on-play-547211.html
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as deterrents for centuries (Nitschke 1988: 166); as Cavendish noted, ‘witches and assorted
bogles...come in handy for scaring children and teaching them to be good’ (1975: 229), and
the tales of Boggart Hole Clough have evidently been harnessed for exactly the same purpose.
As one member of Group C recounted:
when I was younger, my dad sort of told us all these stories so that we didn’t
go in the park. Mainly because of all the stuff that used to happen when we
was younger, my dad didn’t want us to go in the park for like reasons of
murders and rapes (C3)
Another local resident described how her young son is ‘always running in the trees and stuff.
So I tell him ‘the Boggart will get you’’ (C6), and several local residents theorised that the
supernatural tales of Boggart Hole Clough were actually originally invented as such deterrents
(B2, B6, C1, C8), one person claiming that the tales ‘may just have been dreamt up to keep
children out of the trees’ (A2).
In conclusion, while Group A may have enjoyed more access to Boggart Hole
Clough as children, Group C are more aware of the park’s folktales – precisely because they
were permitted far less access to Boggart Hole Clough. As children become more sedentary,
they simultaneously become the more suitable and susceptible receptors of folklore. In short,
children are becoming more exposed to the supernatural world as they are becoming less
exposed to the real world. The same has already been noted regarding popular culture: fantasy
games such as Pokémon were created as a reaction against the lack of freedom children enjoy
in the post-industrial age (Allison 2006: 31). The younger generations play outside less, and
watch television more. In their shelter from the real threats of the world, they become more
acquainted with fantastical threats, such as the monsters they battle in computer games, the
grotesque antagonists they watch in Hollywood horror movies, and the sinister, child-stealing
Boggarts they hear of in their local park’s folktales.
The dominance of mass media and popular culture, the uncultivated states of urban
parks, and the increase in fear of crime: these are all aspects – some may say ‘symptoms’ – of
the modern world, and yet they are all, as we have seen, catalysts in the resurgence of Boggart
Hole Clough’s folklore, vital cogs in its indisputable revival. Our ‘secular age’ proves once
again that not only is it capable of harbouring folklore; it excels at it.
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V – Folklore and the Local Community
In the preceding two chapters, we focused on incidental aspects of modern society that have
sparked the resurgence in folklore; now we turn to deliberate ones. As folklorist Venetia
Newall observed, often what we perceive as a continuation of a tradition actually proves to be
a ‘deliberately inserted renaissance’ (1987: 146); customs which may appear old are, in many
instances, actually the result of recent and conscious invention. Christmas carols, national
anthems, the clan tartans of Scotland (Trevor-Roper 1983: 19): these are all products of what
Hobsbawn (1983) has termed ‘inventing traditions’, and folklore is subject to a similar
ambiguity of ‘authenticity’. Its malleability, so vital to its survival, consequently makes it all
the more susceptible to appropriation, modification, and recontextualisation. Henceforth, a
seemingly fortuitous resurgence may in fact be the result of a conscious design, the product
of a community ‘inventing traditions’, and there are numerous examples of such
appropriation, modification, and recontextualisation of folktales and customs worldwide.
One such example is the way in which the Romanian Tourist Office drew on their
nation’s traditions by offering ‘Dracula Tours’ (Newall 1987: 136), just as several British
cities advertise ‘Dungeon’ tours, in which their visitors are plied with ‘local’ ghost stories.1
Schoolboys from Inzell, Germany, were instructed by their headmaster to build models of
‘ghosts’ from their local legends out of moss and branches, and to display them at the
roadside to, in Newall’s words, ‘please summer visitors’ (1987: 136), while in Bavaria, an
advent custom known as the Perchtenlauf, in which the locals performed a dance wearing
wooden masks, was not in fact a twelfth-century tradition as the audiences were led to
believe, but probably dated to the 1930s, the masks most likely having been purchased from a
Munich antique shop (Newall 1987: 132). These are all examples of the conscious
reutilisation of folklore and the deliberate adaptation of tradition, a phenomena – referred to
as ‘folklorismus’ by Newall (1987) and as ‘fakelore’ by Dorson (1976) – which is evidently
employed most often for commercial purposes (Zipes 1997: 12). The tales of Boggart Hole
Clough appear to have been similarly reutilised.
Just over a mile south of Boggart Hole Clough, in Newton Heath, is the ‘Boggart
Brewery’, which was established in 2000. The brewery has utilised the Boggart tradition in
more than just its name, but also in the naming of several of its beers and ales, such as the
1

http://www.thedungeons.com/
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‘Boggart Dark Mild’, ‘Boggart’s Brew’, and ‘Boggart Rum Porter’ (Fig. 46), and its website
claims to have sourced its wooden pump clips from ‘branches from trees in the Boggart Hole
Clough park – where else!’2 This same website summarises several variations of the Boggart
legend, as well as issuing a comical warning:
Beware – the Green Boggart could still be there, more than likely
masquerading as a brewer at the Boggart Hole Clough Brewery...Are you
brave enough to 'exorcise' your right to join the latest Boggart drinker's cult?
Perhaps you will discover that the Boggart's beers are better that any 'spirits'.3
This example typifies the utilisation of folklore for commercial purposes; not only have the
Boggart traditions been harnessed in order to advertise a commodity, but they have also been
adapted in order to fit this commodity.
We witness this again in the form of
the ‘Boggart monolith’, erected by the
Boggart Hole Clough Community Action
Trust (hereafter BHCCAT) in October 2009.4
Milner, the trust’s secretary, explained that
when they felled a beech tree in accordance
with

the

Conservation

Biodiversity

Management Plan, rather than disposing of it,
they decided to ‘do something a little
different with this tree’ (A7). So they
upturned the tree and buried its upper-half
deep into the ground of a narrow clough, so
that its roots are now at the tree’s peak rather
than its branches. They then carved a face
into its trunk, and dubbed it ‘the Boggart
Figure 46 – A beer label of the
Boggart Brewery

monolith’

(Figs.

47-50).

The

Boggart,

however, appears to have undergone yet
another reinterpretation, for Milner views it

not as a mischievous creature but as a ‘protective deity’, which has been charged with
2

http://www.boggart-brewery.co.uk/about-the-boggart-real-ale-beer-brewery.html
3
http://www.boggart-brewery.co.uk/boggart-story-boggart-brewery.html
4
Milner, pers. comm.
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‘looking after the entrance to this little clough’ (A7). For this tradition, Milner has drawn on
the etymology of the word ‘Boggart’, which may have derived from the German Bärgeist,
translating as ‘bar [gate] ghost’ (Eberhart 2002: 31). Milner has interpreted the ‘gate ghost’ as
‘something that protects little areas. Especially if you’ve got quite a tight entrance, like this
little clough’ (A7).
While Milner denies
that the ‘Boggart monolith’
was erected and so-named for
commercial reasons – ‘We’re
not big on publicity because
when you’re big on publicity it
doesn’t really help wildlife’
(A7) – he admits that it was
designed to have an impact on
those visitors who do come
across it: ‘you might be rather
shocked by it when you first
come across it, surprised by it’
(A7).

It

intended
experiences

was,
to

therefore,
vivify

of

the

the
park’s

visitors. However, not only
does it add to the already rather
eerie ambience of Boggart
Figure 47 – The ‘Boggart Monolith’

Hole

Clough,

but

it

also

demonstrates the work that
BHCCAT does in the park;

sparking a visitor’s curiosity, the ‘Boggart monolith’ would subsequently increase public
awareness of the ecological problems that the trust deals with. The Boggart tradition has
therefore been reutilised as a publicising tool for environmental issues.
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Above left: Figure 48 –
The clough of the
‘Boggart Monolith’

Above right: Figure 49 –
Peter Milner removing
bark from the ‘Boggart’s
face’

Left: Figure 50 – Members
of BHCCAT with the
‘Boggart Monolith’
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There have, however, been far more blatant commercial uses of the Boggart legend,
most of which were undertaken to encourage visitors and local residents to use the park. In
September 2008, for example, a play written by Stef Portersmith, entitled Boggarts of the
Clough: A Fairytale, was performed within Boggart Hole Clough, its characters played
primarily by local residents (Figs. 51-52). Families brought picnics and sat amongst the trees
to watch the play, which had adapted the traditional Boggart legends to make them more
suitable for a younger audience. The Boggarts, for instance, are branded ‘ugly stupid
creatures that like to live in muddy holes’,5 and the two main characters are ‘Mr Boggart’ and
‘Mrs Boggart’, who spend much of the play trying to catch meat for their dinner – from birds
and squirrels to the children in the audience – and making humorous exclamations such as
‘Boggartin’ ‘ell!’ when they invariably fail.6

Figure 51 – The ‘Boggarts’ and audience of Boggarts of the Clough: A Fairytale, 2008

5

Portersmith, S. 2008. Boggarts of the Clough: A Fairytale.
6
Portersmith 2008.
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Figure 52 – Poster for Boggarts of the Clough: A Fairytale, 2008
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The park’s administrators have utilised various other methods to encourage the spread
of Boggart Hole Clough’s folklore. The visitor’s centre, for example, provides information
about the Boggart legend; a short paragraph written on a hand-out map, which is given to
visitors, warns anyone picnicking in the park: ‘Watch out in case the Boggart – a mischievous
imp said to live here – nicks your sarnies’ (Fig. 53), and in one corner of the visitor’s centre
is a papier-mâché model of a Boggart, made and donated by students of North Manchester
Boys School (Fig. 54). This Boggart model was created as part of a project, which ran in
2006/7, led by Zest, a healthy living organisation, which aimed to encourage children from
local schools to learn about nature and their local folklore.

Figure 53 – Hand-out map of Boggart Hole Clough
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As part of this project, the park warden,
Mearns, took a group of children from Holy
Trinity CE Primary School, located less than a
mile south of the park, to quiet spots within the
forest of Boggart Hole Clough. Here he asked
them to sit quietly and consider the following
questions: How do your surroundings feel and
smell? What noises can you hear? Where do you
think the Boggart might live? Is the creature
underground, or in a tree? How many do you
think live in the park? The children were then
asked to search for any signs of the Boggart, such
as footprints in the mud or holes in the ground
(Figs. 55-56).7 Back at school, these children were
then given more detailed lessons on the folklore of
the park (Fig. 57). They were asked to write their
Figure 54 – Papier-mâché model of a
Boggart

own poems about the Boggart, and to make
Boggart-masks and sculptures of the Boggart from
chicken-wire (Figs. 58-62), which they then hid

within the park for each other to find. They were also instructed, as homework, to ask their
parents and grandparents if they knew any tales about Boggart Hole Clough.8

Figure 55 –
Pupils of Holy
Trinity CE
Primary School
searching for
signs of the
Boggart
7

8

Mearns, pers. comm.
Personal communication with Judith Jeffries (head-teacher) and teachers of Holy Trinity, 2011.
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Figure 56 – Park warden and pupils of Holy Trinity listening to the sounds
of the forest

Figure 57 – Holy Trinity Primary School class plan for lessons on Boggart
Hole Clough
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Figure 58 – Boggart masks made from material found in Boggart Hole
Clough, 2006

Figure 59 – A Boggart mask
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Above left: Figure 60 – A
Boggart mask

Above right: Figure 61 –
Chicken-wire Boggarts
made by pupils of Holy
Trinity CE Primary School

Left: Figure 62 – Chickenwire Boggarts
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Additionally, there appear to have been slightly earlier events organised for fostering
the local children’s knowledge of their folklore. One local resident from Group C, who would
have been a primary school student in the 1990s, claimed to have had ‘lessons on local
history, so we learnt about Boggart Hole Clough and the farmer’ (C8). Similarly, another
member of Group C recalled how the park authorities had organised a ‘little ‘hunt-theBoggart’ thing’ in the forest of Boggart Hole Clough for the local children in the 1990s (C6).
However, nobody in Groups A or B referred to such organised events or lessons; it appears
likely, therefore, that these are relatively recent developments, probably only occurring in the
last two or three decades. So too, it seems, are the numerous commercial uses of the Boggart
tale, from its inclusion on the ‘Boggart Brewery’ website to the production of the play
Boggarts of the Clough: A Fairytale, none of which date earlier than the year 2000. They thus
all appear to have been products of a relatively recent boom in the deliberate transmission of
the folklore of Boggart Hole Clough.
However, the question remains: what sparked this boom? Why have members of the
local community, from park wardens to primary school teachers, felt the need, in the last one
or two decades, to encourage the dissemination of the park’s folklore? The answer is, partly,
commercialisation; in the case of the ‘Boggart Brewery’, for example, the figure of the
Boggart has been appropriated simply to aid in the selling of a product. However, the park
warden of Boggart Hole Clough claimed that their main aim is not to attract tourists but to
encourage the local residents to use and learn about their park.9 The folktales, therefore, are
being utilised less to promote the park to visitors from further afield, and more to establish a
sense of local community; a sense of local community that had undoubtedly declined in the
preceding century.
When members of Group A – and some of Group B – were younger, Boggart Hole
Clough appears to have been something of a hub for social gatherings: ‘it was lovely on a
Saturday afternoon, because in the summer they’d always have a band, and everyone was
there’ (A1), reminisced one woman, while another local resident, whose ‘mum and dad had
their honeymoon on Boggart Hole Clough lake’, claimed that the park ‘used to be thriving at
weekends’ (B1). However, she went on to say that ‘up to probably when I was about fourteen
or fifteen, it was in its heyday and then after that – so you’re talking forty-something years
9

Mearns, pers. comm.
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ago – it went downhill’ (B1). The park no longer acted as the focal point for the community
because, in the latter half of the twentieth century, there no longer was any coherent sense of
community.
This decline is far from unique to North Manchester. Robertson et al. studied
perceptions of the ‘local community’ in Stirling, Scotland, and found that there had been a
stark deterioration of community spirit in the last generation, a belief expressed by the local
residents: ‘It’s all changed’, claimed one woman in her eighties. ‘There was a time when
everybody knew each other...I wouldn’t say so now’ (Robertson et al. 2008: 58). The closure
of groups and clubs, the lack of neighbourly contact, the decline of local businesses: these are
all symptoms of this deterioration, and we find similar symptoms across the Atlantic, where
America is suffering from what Putnam has termed ‘civic decay’ (2000: 28). Putnam listed
“[t]elevision, two-career families, suburban sprawl’ (2000: 367) as the culprits for this ebbing
of community spirit, and Ó Giolláin added ‘telecommunications, rapid international
transportation and computerization’ (2000: 171). Evidently, inherent traits of modern society,
which are so often blamed for the supposed demise of folklore, also appear to be held
responsible for the decline in community spirit.
However, this decline has subsequently sparked something of a resurgence;
communities country-wide have taken sudden pains to re-establish this supposedly lost
community spirit. Since the late 1990s, for instance, there has been what Stråth has termed an
‘identity boom’ (2000: 20) and ‘it is generally only in periods of identity crisis that we look
for new identity and social community’ (2000: 21). An interest in communal identity is
usually only triggered by a slump in communal identity; this decline is therefore necessary in
the re-establishment of community spirit. However, a community does not simply re-define
itself. It must call upon certain tools and methods, and as Köstlin and Shrake observed, in the
attempt to re-affirm both local and national identities, ‘support is usually sought in traditional
folk culture’ (1997: 106).
It is unsurprising that folklore has been drawn upon for such a reason. Since ancient
times, civic identity was synonymous with mythology; in ancient Greece, for example, the
identity of an individual polis was determined by its vivifying, aetiological myths
(Wickersham and Pozzi 1991: 3; Erskine 2001). As Wickersham wrote, a ‘myth and a polis
possess each other’ (1991: 22), and the same applies for a town and its folklore. The folktales
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of an area thus play an integral role in colouring, shaping, and consolidating its identity
(Widdowson 1978: 449; Stråth 2000: 20), for in their sharing of a local past – be it historical
or mythological – the local residents are drawn together and united. As one local resident of
Boggart Hole Clough claimed: ‘I do think it’s really important to keep the stories going, to
keep the folklore going. I think that’s really important to our essence’ (B6).
Boyes, studying the English ‘Folk Revival’, observed that the ‘potential of folk
culture as a source of replacement for an ailing and perverted national culture proved widely
acceptable’ (1993: 41); at the end of the nineteenth and start of the twentieth century,
societies such as the ‘English Folk Dance and Song Society’ and the ‘Folklore Society’ went
on what Boyes termed a ‘rescue mission’ (1993: 1). England was believed to be losing much
of its cultural identity – a loss attributed to a familiar pair: urbanisation and industrialisation –
and so the revival of folksongs and dance was perceived as a method of preservation. At
roughly the same time, Ireland was doing much the same thing. The early 1900s saw the
revival of the Irish language and a new gravitas given to Irish folklore, as a ‘nation-building
resource’ (Ó Giolláin 2000: 6). In the 1930s, the Director of the ‘Folklore of Ireland Society’,
Ó Duilearga, requested that anybody in possession of collections of folktales make them
available for publication so that Ireland’s heritage would not become lost or forgotten (Ó
Giolláin 2000: 131). These folktales were salvaged from the past to be utilised in the present,
as a tool in the consolidating of a community, and so too are the tales of Boggart Hole
Clough.
This chapter has illustrated the numerous ways in which the folklore of Boggart Hole
Clough, particularly the figure of the Boggart, has been consciously adapted and
recontextualised by the local community. While these examples may not constitute ‘invented
traditions’ (Hobsbawn 1983) or ‘fakelore’ (Dorson 1976) – for the traditions have not been
overtly distorted – they still adhere to Gazin-Schwartz and Holtorf’s definition of
‘folklorismus’: examples of folklore that ‘are adopted for a particular reason’ (1999: 12), and
the primary ‘particular reason’ for the appropriation and recontextualisation of the Boggart
Hole Clough folktales was to re-establish the park’s importance to the local community and
to re-kindle a sense of community spirit. This method is obviously beginning to work, for as
one local resident remarked: ‘things are starting to pick up now, people are starting to care
about their park again, which is really nice for the area’ (B1).
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Conclusion
We began this study with a consideration of Benedict’s assertion that ‘folklore has not
survived as a living trait in modern civilization’ (1932: 292), and, having regarded the
evidence, it is with the utmost confidence that I oppose this contention. Having traced the
folktales of Boggart Hole Clough from 1829 to the present day, it is clearly evident that they
have not succumbed to their supposedly inevitable demise. Tales and traditions continue to be
orally transmitted from generation to generation, and the local residents of Blackley and
Moston continue to purvey their local legends with pride. Folklore has proven itself to be far
more durable than was originally believed; it is not a fragile and fleeting trait of society that
moves unavoidably ever closer to its own extinction. On the contrary, it has demonstrated a
striking indomitability, surviving a two hundred year period and entering the twenty-first
century seemingly stronger and fresher than ever.
An examination of the various folktales of Boggart Hole Clough, however, has
revealed that folklore does not sustain itself by remaining cemented in place. Instead, it
adopts a certain malleability, constantly adapting to time and place in order to survive. Rather
than rejecting modernity, it has embraced it, and we find that numerous aspects of modernday society have been incorporated seamlessly into otherwise traditional tales; the ‘holes’ of
Boggart Hole Clough have become drainage grids, and the Boggart itself has evolved from
being a rather nondescript ‘ghost’ to manifesting itself as a wealth of vividly described
supernatural creatures, from sprites and gremlins to orcs and giants.
However, this study has affirmed not only that folklore survived the transition from
rural to urban, from pre-industrial to post-industrial, but also that it has, in fact, flourished.
There are more folktales in circulation now than there were two generations ago, and more
‘folk’ who actively transmit them. Accusations that the modern world, characterised by its
‘disenchantment’ (Weber 1948: 155), ‘industrialization’ (Foster 1952: 171), and
‘globalisation’ (Redner 2004: 2), could not harbour folkloric traditions are evidently and
entirely unfounded. In fact, it appears that many aspects of modern society, which we might
have assumed detrimental to the survival of folklore – mass media, globalisation, the
deterioration of a community’s sense of safety and cohesion – actually prove to be beneficial.
The growth of mass media was believed to be one such inimical trait of modern
society. Bascom, for example, asserted that ‘folklore has decreased as...mechanical devices
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such as phonographs, radios, moving pictures, and television have developed’ (1965: 296);
modern forms of entertainment have, in theory, deposed folktales and subsequently caused
their demise. In reality, however, they have done quite the opposite. Greater access to fantasy
and horror films, television programs, Japanese animation, and otherworld computer and
role-playing games, has provided the modern ‘folk’ with a much firmer knowledge of the
fantastical and supernatural. From the Sprite television advertising campaign to the
collectible Boggart cards of Magic: The Gathering, they are all visual aids that have provided
the modern ‘folk’ with the ability to give the Boggart Hole Clough folktales both colour and
form.
The supposed ‘deterioration’ of the park, lamented by several local residents, has also
not caused the folktales of Boggart Hole Clough to fade away. With the area perceived as
more dangerous now than it was when members of Group A were children, one would
assume that the only result would be a decline in the usage of the park and, consequently, a
decline in the transmission of the park’s folktales. However, this is not the case. A fear of the
park, sparked by a perceived increase in crime and the reversion of the natural environment to
a less manicured state, has actually led to an increase in the number of tales told – or, indeed,
invented – about the supernatural creatures said to haunt the area. Stories of trolls lurking
beneath bridges or of baby-snatching Boggarts are no doubt transmitted to children, in many
cases, to deter them from straying too far, and the park, with its dense forests and deep
cloughs, lends itself particularly well as a setting for such scary stories.
The pandemic slump in community spirit – attributed to industrialisation and
urbanisation (Boyes 1993: 1) – was another ‘symptom’ of modern society believed to be
harmful to folklore. If the ‘folk’ have no sense of local community, then can local customs
and traditions really hope to survive? Surprisingly, it would appear so, for the
acknowledgment of this slump led to a keen desire to re-establish a sense of community. To
do this, extra effort went into reintroducing and revivifying the area’s folk culture. Without
the slump in the community spirit, there would have been no revival of the area’s folklore;
the threatened state of an entity or phenomenon is a ‘structural necessity’ for revival (Boyes
1993: 18). This applies not only to the fluctuating sense of community spirit, but to folklore
itself; as Boyes explained, ‘without the notional existence of the rapidly disappearing Folk,
there would be no rationale for a Folk Revival’ (1993: 18). This decline in the community’s
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cohesion, symptomatic of our modern, urbanised society, was, in fact, an integral
contributing factor to the recent resurgence in the folklore of Boggart Hole Clough.
In conclusion, folklore does not prosper in these large urban areas despite the
modernity of their environment, but because of it. The twentieth century, with its mass
media, globalisation, and deterioration of community spirit, ironically proves to provide the
ideal environmental conditions under which folklore can, and does, flourish, and so when
Benedict stated that ‘folklore is a dead trait in a modern world’ (1932: 292), she could not
have been more mistaken. Folklore is very much alive today, as are the Boggarts of Boggart
Hole Clough themselves, in popular imagination. They have not, as one local resident
asserted, departed for ‘Boggart-heaven’ (B3). On the contrary, if we consider the various
reinterpretations and manifestations of the Boggart over these past decades, from the papiermâché models created by local schoolchildren to the protective ‘Boggart monolith’, it is clear
that the park is more populated with Boggarts now than it ever was. The suburban Boggart,
much like the park’s folklore, is neither extinct nor endangered, but proves to be thriving in
the surprisingly but indisputable fertile grounds of our modern world.
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