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Nathan Hood hosts

The Merry
Corncrakes Podcast

Treat yourself to interviews with feature authors and audiobooks of stories appearing in the
Corncrake, together with sophisticated discussions on writing and story creation. Watch it now!
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“Not the bee upon the blossom,

In the pride o' sunny noon;

Not the little sporting fairy,

All beneath the simmer moon;

Not the poet, in the moment

Fancy lightens in his e'e,

Kens the pleasure, feels the rapture,
That thy presence gi'es to me.”

— Robert Burns

Editor’s
Note

Coming in to land with a delectable issue, we kick off with some information about
Northumberland, ancient seat of kings, followed by a piece by Nathan CJ] Hood
about the Lambton Worm. This horrid creature slithers around the hills of the north
country looking for livestock to nibble on, in much the way the worm used to.

Die When I Say When cries Luke Gilfedder with an extract, Castle Rock, from his soon
to be released novel. William Riverdale is back burning witches with The Girl and the
Candlestick. Medugal joins us for the first time with a west country tale, The Portal,
light-hearted insanity incarnate. Alexander D’Albini bring us A Jester’s Tear. D’Albini
specialises in the Anglish language and writes many of his stories around this theme.

AR Green’s 4 Song of Spring: A Sword Fit For a King features in this issue with Po’s
great artwork for his fourth installment, Casting Off. AR Duncan too is back again
with part 5 of Eagle’s Flight, hopefully just as bloodthirsty as the last.

Our poetry this time around comprises a wistful selection from Charlotte Bronte, a
delightfully rhymed piece by AR Green and another deep and thoughtful piece by
Splendid Badger.

Si Smith is a long time supporter of the mag and in this issue we look at his art. He
likes to portray landscapes and nature, and enjoys varied mediums. q

Shieldmaiden
Editor-in-Chief
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Northumberland

The coast of Northumberland stretches from the mouth of the Tyne to Berwick-upon-Tweed. This is
one of the ‘Middle Shires’, which before King James’s time was a lawless borderland facing Scotland,
hence the huge number of castles and fortified houses and towers found across the Northumberland.
The southern border of the county is the Tyne, an industrial river. Tynemouth is a major port, a busy
industrial gateway, behind which is the Newcastle conurbation. North of the Tyne are a number of
coastal towns but past Blyth is undisturbed rural Northumberland, where the coastline is generally low-
lying and rocky, with numerous little bays. Bamburgh Castle sits perched on a precipitous rock; the
first seat of the Northumbrian kings, though the castle itself is rather more recent. Opposite Bamburgh
are the Farne Islands stretching into the North Sea, of which the largest and most famous is Lindisfarne
or Holy Island, which was the first Christian missionary center in Northumbria. Inland the bulk of the
county is a place of fells and dales amoungst which the Cheviot Hills spread into Berwickshire. In
complete contrast is Newcastle-upon-Tyne, one of the greatest cities of the kingdom. It sits on the
north bank of the River Tyne.. It is an industrial city, built on coal. Berwick-upon-Tweed is at the
northernmost reach of Northumberland. On the north bank of the Tweed, there is still debate about
whether it belongs to Northumberland at all, or to Berwickshire, or whether it is a free burgh in
neither. Hadrian’s Wall crosses the south of Northumberland east to west, from Wallsend-on-Tyne out
to the Solway coast in Cumberland. Towns are Alnwick, Berwick on Tweed, Haltwhistle, Hexham,
Newbiggin-by-the-Sea, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, Seaton Delaval, Tweedmouth, Tynemouth, Wallsend,
Whitley Bay. Rivers are Tyne, Coquet, Rede, Aln. Of interest is Bamburgh Castle; Flodden Field
battlefield; Hadrian’s Wall; Newcastle city centre and quayside; Whitley Bay. County Flower: Bloody
Crane’s-bill

Northumberland’s flag is of ancient origin. The Venerable Bede, England’s first historian, records a
banner of purple and gold which hung over the tomb of St Oswald, the 7th century king of
Northumbria. The flag for this ancient kingdom is now generally regarded as having 8 alternate stripes
of red and gold (yellow). Later, in medieval times, the colours were adopted by the first Earl of
Northumberland. The modern version features these traditional “pales” of Northumberland
interlocked to represent the stones of Hadrian’s Wall which runs through the county. The registration
of the Northumberland flag fulfils a 1,200-year tradition of the county’s association with the colours
red and gold.




Dates of Importance

May Day, celebrated on May Ist, is a traditional festival marking the beginning of summer and has ancient origins in
Europe. In England, it was abolished and its celebration banned by Puritan parliaments during the Interregnum but
was reinstated with the restoration of Charles IT in 1660. Traditions include the gathering of flowers and branches,
such as hawthorn, sycamore, birch, and rowan trees, and the collection of May dew for luck and beauty. Other
customs include choosing a bride, hiring a new servant, and taking community walks over common paths. In
Cambridgeshire, young girls would go May Dolling, collecting pennies while going around villages with dressed
dolls, a practice that persisted into the 1960s in Swaffham Prior. The early May bank holiday on the first Monday of
May was created in 1978, but May Day itself is not a public holiday in England unless it falls on a Monday.

Beltane (1 May) celebrations in England include events like the one held at Thornborough Henge in North
Yorkshire, which takes place on the first Sunday of May. For example, the 2024 celebration was on Sunday, May 5th,
and featured free entry for day visitors, with the ceremony starting at 12 noon. Another notable celebration is held at
Butser Ancient Farm, an open-air archaeology museum in Hampshire, England. They have been holding a Beltane
festival since the 1980s, which combines historical reenactments with folk influences, featuring a May Queen and
Green Man, living history displays, reenactor battles, demonstrations of traditional crafts, performances of folk
music, and Celtic storytelling. The festival concludes with the burning of a 30-40 ft wickerman, with a new design
each year. Additionally, the Beltane Fire Festival in Edinburgh, Scotland, while not in England, is a significant event
that draws inspiration from Beltane traditions and is held annually on the night of April 30th. This festival involves
fire dances, a procession by costumed performers, and the lighting of a bonfire.

Saints Philip and James (May 1) are celebrated in England, particularly within the Church of England.

They share a feast day because their relics were brought to Rome together in early May. The Feast of Saints Philip
and James, Apostles is observed, as evidenced by the Diocese of Hexham & Newcastle's acknowledgment of the feast
day.

The Feast of the English Martyrs is celebrated on May 4th each year to commemorate the 40 Catholic lay and
religious men and women who were martyred between 1535 and 1679 during the English Reformation.

Rogation Days in England are days of prayer and fasting observed by Christians, particularly in the Anglican
tradition. These days are traditionally held on the Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday preceding Ascension
Thursday, which is celebrated 40 days after Easter Sunday. The major rogation is held on April 25th. In the Church
of England, Rogation Sunday, the Sunday before the Rogation Days, is known as the Sixth Sunday of Easter. During
these days, communities often hold processions and litany services to ask for God's blessing on agriculture and
industry. In rural parishes, these traditions are often marked in partnership with local farmers to celebrate their
work in God's world. While not widely celebrated in the modern Church of England, some areas still observe these
traditions. The observance of Rogation Days has seen a revival in some Catholic communities since Pope John Paul
II allowed them as a permitted, but not mandated, observance. For the year 2025, the minor rogation days will be
observed on May 26th, 27th, and 28th.

Whitsunday, also known as Pentecost, was a significant cross-quarter day in the Regency period, particularly in
England and Scotland. In England, it marked one of the four traditional quarter days used for legal and financial
transactions, such as paying rents and hiring servants. In Scotland, Whitsunday was one of the quarter days,
occurring on May 15th.

Ascension Day in England is a Christian holiday commemorating Jesus Christ's ascension into heaven, which
occurred 40 days after Easter Sunday. It is not a public holiday in the UK. However, it is observed within churches
and religious communities with special services, prayers, and sometimes processions. In England, Ascension Day is
celebrated on the Thursday following the sixth Sunday of Easter, which in 2025 falls on May 29.



St Dunstan (19th May) is highly relevant to England, particularly in its religious and historical context. St
Dunstan was Archbishop of Canterbury from 960 to 978 and was canonised soon after his death,
becoming one of the most venerated saints in Anglo-Saxon England. He is associated with several
churches and sites in England, including St Dunstan-in-the-East in London, which was originally built
around 1100 and is now a public garden maintained by the City of London Corporation. Another notable
site is St Dunstan-in-the-West, located on Fleet Street in London, which has a unique octagonal interior
and a rich history dating back to the 10th century. Additionally, St Dunstan's College, an independent
senior school, has also been named after him.

St Bede the Venerable is celebrated on May 25th in the Catholic Church and the Church of England. He
is known for his extensive writings, including the "Historia Ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum,"” which is a
primary source for early English history. His contributions to dating events from the time of Christ's
birth (anno domini) also made him influential.

St Augustine of Canterbury's feast day is celebrated on May 26 in England. St Augustine of Canterbury
was extremely important to England as he is considered the "Apostle to the English" and played a crucial
role in the Christianization of the Anglo-Saxons. He was sent by Pope Gregory the Great in 597 to
convert the pagan Anglo-Saxons to Christianity, and his mission was successful in converting King
Athelberht of Kent and many of his subjects, including thousands who were baptized on Christmas Day
597. Augustine founded the first church in Canterbury and became the first Archbishop of Canterbury,
establishing the see as the primatial seat of England, a position that has been maintained ever since. He
also created 12 dioceses and established the abbey of St Peter and Paul (later rededicated to St Augustine),
which became one of the most important Benedictine monasteries in medieval England. His efforts laid
the foundation for the spread of Christianity throughout England and influenced the religious and
cultural development of the country for centuries to come.




Lambton Worm
By Nathan C] Hood

The British Isles are replete with tales of dragons. The most famous include the Anglo-Saxon poem Beowulf, the
exploits of St George, and the Red Dragon that symbolises King Arthur, who descends from the Pendragon family.
Yet there are many legends involving drakes and worms that have a local or regional character. There is the Stoor
Worm whose corpse formed the Orkney and Shetland Isles; the Linton Worm, slain by a gallant Norman knight
John de Somerville; the Dragon of Loschy Hill who would regenerate unless killed outright; the Sockburn Wyvern,
killed by Sir John Conyers with a sword held in Durham Cathedral called the ‘Conyers Falchion’; the Lyminster
Knucker or water dragon. The dragons in these stories are not threats to the nation. They do not pose an existential
danger to the British Isles or the world. In this respect, they differ from the epic dragons of mythology, the monsters
like Nidhogg, Jormungandr or Python. Rather, they terrorise a local area, killing livestock and harassing local
townsfolk. Nearby villagers are petrified by their poison breath, their crushing grip and their near impenetrable skin.
It took brave and courageous characters, usually aspiring knights of Norman stock, to slay these menaces, thereby
securing and legitimising their right to lordship over the dragon’s territory. The Lambton Worm fits into this
category of dragon tale. It revolves around John Lambton, the young heir to the Lambton estate in County Durham
(from which the story originates). He decides to go fishing in the River Wear on a Sunday instead of going to church.
While at the water, he receives a warning from an old man or witch that his decision to skive from his religious
duties will come to no good. Lambton catches a small eel like creature which has a salamander’s head, no bigger than
a thumb. The young rascal declares that he has ‘caught the devil’ and throws him down a well. Many years pass and,
as repentance for his rebellious youth, Lambton joins the crusades. Meanwhile, the eel creature has grown into a
large and poisonous creature. Sheep, goats and cows go missing. The worm is so big that it has coiled itself around a
local hill, now known as Worm Hill, seven times. It even begins to gorge on young children, snatching them from
their beds as they sleep. Many villagers and knights try to kill the beast, but are easily disposed of by the giant
monster. Even if they make a wound their efforts are in vain, for it just heals them. The best the old Lord of the
Lambtons can do is placate the beast with a daily offering of cow’s milk to the dragon, twenty gallons or so. The
young John Lambton returns to find his home a wasteland. He hears of the worm and decides to confront it. The old
man or witch tells John to wear armour covered with spear heads and to fight the worm in the River Wear. He is also
informed that after killing the dragon John must kill the first thing he sees, or his family will be cursed for nine
generations and will not die in their beds. John prepares accordingly: he builds spiked armour, he heads towards the
Wear and he instructs his father to release a hunting hound when the worm is killed so that it will be the first
creature John sees. Approaching the dragon, Lambton is wrapped within its coils. It pierces itself upon his spikes,
thus mortally wounding and eventually killing the creature. Sadly, John's father, incredibly excited, runs out to
celebrate with his son. John refuses to kill his father and the family is cursed, with several generations of Lambtons
dying painful and horrible deaths, such as at the battle of Marston Moor in 1644. What distinguishes the Lambton
Worm from similar stories is, besides its preservation in song, opera and literature, is its moral dimensions. Most
tales involve a good knight slaying a horrible foe, thereby restoring the land and becoming king. It is riff on the
chaoskamp motif, albeit on a smaller scale, of the warrior god slaying the demon and thus becoming king of the
cosmos. There is a clear good and evil side and the conquest of the monstrous is taken as justification for the
ascension to sovereignty. Not so in the Lambton Worm. John's sin of sabbath breaking — failing to observe the
sabbath by attending church and abstaining from leisure activities — is the original cause for trouble. He is punished
for his misdeeds by the emergence of the Worm, a symbol of how the introduction sin breaks social harmony and
thereby sows the seeds of communal destruction, insofar as it is a rebellion against the Divine order. Left uncheck,
such sins lead to the near annihilation of a people. The same idea is repeated at the end of the story when John, out
of love for his father, fails to perform his duty, which results in his family being cursed. No doubt these priorities
reflect religious influence upon the story. Nonetheless, the Lambton Worm is a fascinating and strange tale that
offers and insight into the local, folk cultures of medieval Britain. For us it’s a cautionary tale about what happens
when we take the supernatural and morality lightly and the devastating consequences that result from failing to face
a threat head on.




One Sunday morn young Lambton went
A-fishing’ in the Wear;

An’ catched a fish upon he’s heuk,

He thowt leuk’t varry queer.

But whatt'n a kind of fish it was

Young Lambton cuddent tell.

He waddn't fash te carry’d hyem,

So he hoyed it doon a well.

Whisht! Lads, haad yor gobs,

An A2l tell ye’s aall an aaful story
Whisht! Lads, haad yor gobs,

An’ Aa'll tell ye ‘boot the worm.

Noo Lambton felt inclined te gan

An’ fight i’ foreign wars.

He joined a troop o’ Knights that cared
For nowther woonds nor scars,

An’ off he went te Palestine

Where queer things him befel,

An’ varry seun forgat aboot

The queer worm i’ the well.

Whisht! Lads, haad yor gobs,

An A2'll tell ye’s aall an aaful story
Whisht! Lads, haad yor gobs,

An’ A2'll tell ye ‘boot the worm.

But the worm got fat an’ growed and’ growed
An’ growed an aaful size;

He'd greet big teeth, a greet big gob,

An’ greet big goggle eyes.

An’ when at neets he craaled aboot

te pick up bits o’ news,

If he felt dry upon the road,

He milked a dozen coos.

Whisht! Lads, haad yor gobs,

An Aa’ll tell ye’s aall an aaful story
Whisht! Lads, haad yor gobs,

An’ Aa’ll tell ye ‘boot the worm.

This feorful worm wad often feed
On caalves an’ lambs an’ sheep,

An’ swally little barins alive

When they laid doon te sleep.

An’ when he’d eaten aall he cud
An’ he had had he’s fill,

He craaled away an’ lapped he’s tail
Seven times roond Pensher Hill.
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Whisht! Lads, haad yor gobs,

An Aa’ll tell ye’s aall an aaful story
Whisht! Lads, haad yor gobs,

An’ A2ll tell ye ‘boot the worm.

The news of this maist aaful worm

An’ his queer gannins on

Seun crossed the seas, gat te the ears
Ov brave and’ bowld Sor John.

So hyem he cam an’ catched the beast
An’ cut ‘im in twe haalves,

An’ that seun stopped he’s eatin’ bairns,
An’ sheep an’ lambs and caalves.

Whisht! Lads, haad yor gobs,

An Aa’ll tell ye’s aall an aaful story
Whisht! Lads, haad yor gobs,

An’ Aa’ll tell ye ‘boot the worm.



A Song of Spring: A
Sword Fit For A King

Part 4: Casting Off

AR Green
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