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Tracking the Mermaids of Staithes: Curses, Egg-Broth and Inundation in a Yorkshire Folktale.

Abstract: The vengeful tale of the mermaids of Staithes is well-known locally along the north-east coast of Yorkshire, England. Concerning the capture and escape of two mermaids, who speak enigmatically about egg-broth and curse the community that hurts them, the tale has notable parallels with other mermaid stories from Cornwall, Wales, Scotland and the Isle of Man, all of which were recorded in print from the eighteenth to the nineteenth centuries, except the Staithes story. Through deductive source analysis, this piece identifies the oldest verbal and published versions of the legend on record (from January and March 1924 respectively) and identifies analogues to the egg-broth motif which may attest to the story’s emergence much earlier in the eighteenth century. By situating the tale’s publication in context, it is also possible to connect its first occurrence in print to recurrent inundations and the economic decline of Staithes’s fishing industry in the early twentieth century.
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Introduction
Situated ten miles north of Whitby, in North-East Yorkshire, England, the village of Staithes clings to the edge of the land, facing the North Sea.[endnoteRef:1] Once populated by fishermen and their families, who carved an existence from the treacherous waters off shore, the village is now dominated by tourists who flock to the narrow, cobbled streets to stay in the eighteenth-century cottages clustered around the harbour or seek fossils along the Jurassic coastline. Staithes has many charms, with rich historical connections to former resident Captain James Cook, and vistas that have inspired artists such as the ‘Staithes Group’ or appeared in TV shows and films like Old Jack’s Boat (UK, 2013-2015) and Phantom Thread (USA 2017). For lovers of folklore, nothing is more appealing than the story of the two mermaids that are said to have visited the village in an undetermined epoch and cursed the residents for the terrible treatment they received.  [1:  In our hunt for the mermaids of Staithes, we are indebted to the generous assistance of the following people, who have kindly helped to identify and obtain the unpublished and locally produced materials mentioned in this piece: Rosie Barns and staff at The Staithes Museum, John Cole, Vanessa Croden, Bill Hinchley, Andrew Metcalfe, and volunteers Carol and Janet at the Library and Archive, Whitby Museum. This piece would not have been possible without them. We are also indebted to the two anonymous reviewers who provided valuable feedback on our submission.] 

While the twenty-first-century tourist can hear the legend of the mermaids at the Staithes Museum and easily spot sculptured or painted mermaids by artists Steve Iredale and Paul Czainski at the Staithes Arts and Crafts Centre and on The Staithes Illusion Trail (2014), the origins of the mermaid story frequently shared with visitors is more difficult to track.[endnoteRef:2] This study records the results of our attempt to locate the origins of the mermaid tale and identify its earliest appearance in print. With the invaluable assistance of Staithes’s residents and local museums, it has been possible to track the first recorded instances of the story to the early 1920s, a period in which the fishing industry was in decline and repeated storms had impacted the community, bringing great loss of life and property to the sea, as well as noticeable erosion of the cliffs flanking the village. [2:  The Staithes Illusion Trail, created by Trompe L’Oeil artist Paul Czainski in 2014, features two mermaids. The first, located in Barber’s Yard, is based on a late fifteenth-century bench end at St Senara’s Church in Zennor, Cornwall, popularly connected to the Mermaid of Zennor legend. The second, located in Gun Gutter, depicts a single mermaid holding a mirror in her webbed hand. She has long seaweed hair covering the pile of rocks against which she rests. A fish peeks out from beneath her salty locks, evoking not just the element in which she dwells, but the importance of fishing to the village’s history. For more on the trail see Barber 2023. In addition to these mermaids, local tour guide Bill Hinchley features the Staithes mermaids on his tours, including some unique embellishments of his own, such as the ‘mermaid tables’ (large, flat rocks beneath the cliffs), where ‘Neptune entertains the ladies of the sea’ (personal communication, 10 June 2024).] 


A Tale of Two Mermaids and Their Curse
Rosalind Kerven’s brief outline of the Staithes mermaids, in her popular English Fairy Tales and Legends, provides sufficient introduction to the mermaids’ story: 

A tale from Staithes, North Yorkshire, tells of two mermaids washed up on the beach after a storm, only to be incarcerated, mocked and even stoned by locals. When they finally escape, they curse the village, and as a result part of it is lost to floods (Kerven 2019, 88).

Those familiar with British mermaid folklore will know that a mermaid’s curse is not unique to Staithes. Similar tales of mermaids conjuring curses after being hurt or fatally wounded by humans appear at Padstow and Seaton in Cornwall, where mermaids filled the respective harbours with treacherous sand to ruin the villages and prevent bigger vessels from entering and leaving by the sea (Hunt 1865, 157-59). At Conwy in North Wales, a stranded mermaid left to die by fishermen is likewise said to have invoked a curse of impoverishment upon the town after her cries for help were ignored (Rhys 1883, 156-57). A later version of the Conwy curse claims that the mermaid was caught and paraded around the streets before she condemned the town and expired. Years later, in 1966, her disembodied laughter was allegedly heard as the town hall burnt to the ground (Kingshill and Westwood 2015, 229-230). Linking all of the curses from wounded mermaids is an explanation for the sea’s impact on a littoral space inhabited by humans or the bad luck that beset a coastal location for disrespecting a non-human creature. A relatively slim history of each tale in print from the late nineteenth century onwards is similarly present for all the curse tales, except for that of the Staithes mermaids. 
Unlike their Cornish and Welsh counterparts, the Staithes mermaids are missing from the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century compilations of folklore enthusiastically gathered by collectors from local oral and early written sources and published for the wider public.[endnoteRef:3] Particularly noteworthy is the tale’s absence from Percy Shaw Jeffrey’s Whitby Lore and Legend (1923), which includes the story of the merman captured in the sixteenth century just a few miles along the coast at Skinningrove (134-36). When the Staithes mermaids do appear in story collections, travel guides, blogs, and newspapers, from the late twentieth century through to the present day, the story retold is always close to Kerven’s sketch and a source is never listed.[endnoteRef:4]  [3:  The tale is lacking, for example, in Graves 1808, Ord 1846, Henderson 1866, Baring-Gould 1875, Parkinson 1888 and 1889, Ross 1892, Nicholson 1890, Morris 1892, Ross 1892, Gutch 1912, and Jeffrey 1923.]  [4:  See, for example, ‘The Two Mermaids’ in Staithes Now and Then 1990-95: 30, Walker 1990: 146-50, Rhea 2010, Barton 2015: 36-42, and Whitby Uncovered 2017.] 

Published in 1981, Marion Atkinson’s version of the tale provides one of the most detailed accounts of the mermaids’ interaction with the people of Staithes, specifying the nature of the mermaids’ curse and how it was fulfilled:

There is a delightful legend that appears to be peculiar to the small picturesque fishing village of Staithes. It concerns the sea and two of its mythical inhabitants. The incident happened many many years ago when Staithes was just a simple fishing community and not a popular tourist attraction like it is now. Two mermaids had been caught in the middle of a fierce storm many miles from their home. They were tired and exhausted from the continual buffeting of the waves and were greatly relieved when they spied the small village nestling at the bottom of the cliffs. They used their last few ounces of strength to drag themselves onto the shore where they collapsed. When the two mermaids regained consciousness, they found themselves surrounded by staring curious eyes. The people were very suspicious of these strange beings and fearing that they might do them harm, they had the two mermaids imprisoned. They were held captive for many months and the people grew used to them and did not fear them as much as they had done in the beginning, and so gradually the guard on the two mermaids was relaxed. They took advantage of this and managed to gain their liberty. They made straight for the sea and when they eventually reached its safety, one of the mermaids turned round and stared at the village that had been her prison for these last few long months. She was so angry and annoyed at the way that they had been treated that she put a curse on the village, saying, ‘The sea shall flow to Jackdaw’s Well.’ The Jackdaw’s Well mentioned in the curse is no longer to be found in Staithes – it has long since disappeared, but it was once sited to the landward side of Seaton Garth. Jackdaw’s Well derived its name from the larger number of birds of that species that frequented the area. It could be said that the curse of the mermaid came true because since the incident all those years ago the sea has already encroached upon thirteen houses that used to stand between the shore and the well (Atkinson 1981, 32-33).

Though she does not elaborate further, or give a time period beyond ‘many years ago’, Atkinson’s reference to the destruction of property at Seaton Garth historicises the episode by connecting it to the loss of thirteen houses during a violent storm, which took place on 10 January 1830.[endnoteRef:5] Equally, the wording of the mermaid’s curse, which predicts the sea’s encroachment to Jackdaw’s Well, aligns the encounter with a lost landmark that embeds it unreservedly in the natural and social fabric of Staithes’s past. Long since vanished, Jackdaw’s Well (normally given in a singular form, but occasionally in plural form) was located close to Penny Nab, behind Mizpah Cottage, the final residence in the row of houses that look out to sea at Seaton Garth.[endnoteRef:6] The well was still in use in the late 1890s, as evidenced by a rare image of three local children drawing water from it in Rod Jewell’s Staithes: Between Two Nabs. Taken from a magic lantern slide of 1897, the picture shows ‘Jackdaw Well’ (sic) marked by large boulders that form a circular shape in front of a backdrop of vertical vegetation. Jewell describes the well as having ‘curious preventative qualities’ and ‘crystal clear waters’ that ‘never ran dry’. Jackdaws apparently gathered and bathed there ‘before it was lost to a landslide’ (Jewell 2013, 126).[endnoteRef:7] [5:  The storm and losses are reported in The Newcastle Courant (16 January 1830): ‘On Sunday last [...] an extraordinary high tide’ combined with ‘a perfect hurricane on the east coast’ and ‘the sea washed down the boat-house of the Preventive Service, and 12 or 13 tenements, to the great distress of the inhabitants’. Other newspapers give the number of lost houses as sixteen: see, for example, Leeds Intelligencer (14 January 1830); Yorkshire Advertiser (16 January 1830); and Durham County Advertiser (16 January 1830).  A fisherman’s recollection of the storm and loss of 13 houses is recounted in White 1858, 130-33, where the slightly later date of 2 February ‘twenty-seven years ago’ is given; the thirteen houses are also mentioned in the Handbook for Travellers in Yorkshire 1867, 188, and Richmond 1868, 159. The sea is recorded destroying buildings in the village as early as the eighteenth century, when a series of storms from September 1766 to January 1767 blasted the north-east coast. The shop owned by William Sanderson, to whom James Cook had been apprenticed before embarking on his naval career, was destroyed in the second of the storms in January 1767 (Newcastle Chronicle, 20 September 1766; The Caledonian Mercury, 14 January 1767; and Richmond 1868, 74). The destruction and loss of other buildings occurred again in 1812 (Banks 1866, 74), 1844 (Turner 2004, 45), and 1852 (‘High Tides at Whitby and Scarborough’ 1852, 5). A story set in Staithes called ‘His Brother’s Keeper’ similarly imagines the destruction of twenty-four cottages at Seaton Garth (1881, 203).]  [6:  See Jewell 2013,120 (plate 261) and 126. Seaton Garth takes its name from the earlier settlement at this locale, which eventually changed its name to Staithes on account of the wooden staithes or wharfs that the fishermen used to dock their cobles on. The coble is a traditional fishing boat found along the North-East coast of England. Its flat-bottomed design is suited to launching from the shallow beaches, while its high bow gives more protection from the choppy North Sea. Staithes remains famous today for its cobles.]  [7:  Jackdaws are prevalent on the sea cliffs of the east coast, where they nest after their North Sea migration. Nelson mentions their great numbers, especially ‘on the Flamborough range, and between Staithes and Saltburn’ (1907, I, 233). He also mentions another ‘Jackdaw’s Well’ near Highcliff, Cleveland, which was formerly known as Raven’s Well (1907, I, 236-37), but this can’t be a reference to the Staithes well, as the village is 16.5 miles from Highcliff Nab, Guisborough.] 

Atkinson’s source for the narrative is not recorded and it does not feature in any of the items mentioned in her acknowledgements.[endnoteRef:8] Yet the details she includes are strikingly similar to a version of the story that was circulating in Staithes between 1977 and 1981 in the form of a pamphlet self-published by local resident, Ian Croden (1946-1990). In Staithes: A Collection of Fact and Fantasy about a North Yorkshire Fishing Community, Croden includes a section entitled ‘Myth and Magic’, which outlines several superstitions peculiar to the fishermen of the North-East coast: namely, that pigs and other four-footed animals brought bad luck, that a sea trip would be abandoned if fishermen met a woman wearing white linen, that winding yarn after dark was unlucky if family members were at sea, and that eggs had evil powers and should be referred to as ‘roundabouts’ to avoid bad luck. Croden also outlines a rite involving fishermen’s wives slaying a pigeon at midnight to mitigate bad luck, which he attributes to a Times correspondent of 1885.[endnoteRef:9] The story of the Staithes mermaids follows the reference to this rite and is explicitly linked to the superstitions of Staithes: [8:  In her acknowledgements, Atkinson records thirteen sources and five individuals to whom she is indebted. We have been unable to verify the information provided by the individuals listed, but none of the printed sources mention the Staithes mermaid (1981, 6).]  [9:  Croden 1977, 20. The Times article referred to is ‘The Fishers of Yorkshire, Staithes, Sept 17’ (Tuesday 22 September 1885): 3, which includes most of the superstitions mentioned in his pamphlet. The anonymous correspondent was Samuel Gordon, who worked for The Stockton Gazette and Middlesbrough Times and published about Staithes in a serialisation called ‘Rambles along the Cliffs’, which was later collected and printed as a pamphlet Rambles along the Cliffs: Saltburn to Whitby (1864). Some of the superstitions also filtered into his The Watering Places of Cleveland (1869, 112). In another anonymous piece submitted to The Times, Gordon also mentioned the sea’s destruction of ‘some 12 or 14’ houses in Staithes in a passage on the relentless incursion of the sea (‘The Yorkshire Fishermen. Staithes, Sept 2’, The Times (7 September 1885): 8). Other books and articles including the superstitions recorded by Gordon and Croden include: Tweddell 1872, 342; The Folk-Lore Journal 1885, 378-79; Bullock 1885, 703-704; Nicholson 1890, 46; Gutch 1901, 49-50; Simper 1980, 44-45. Importantly, none of these works refer to the mermaids of Staithes.] 


There is also one superstition which is peculiar to Staithes, and has a delightful legend to do with it. The story goes that, in ages past, two mermaids, having had the temerity to come ashore at Staithes, were made prisoners by the people. After gaining their liberty, they made for the sea – and upon reaching its safety, one of them set a curse on the village, saying – ‘The sea shall flow to Jackdaws’ Well.’ At this the other mermaid asked her if she had told all, but the answer was – ‘No I have not. I have not told what egg broth comes to.’ From this arose the superstition that it was unlucky to keep the water in which eggs had been boiled, and this was then always thrown away – no small sacrifice to make at a time when all water had to be carried from the Well.
The Jackdaws’ Well, mentioned in the story, has now disappeared, but was sited to the landward side of Seaton Garth. It derived its name from the number of jackdaws that resorted to it, and the fishermen used to wash their bait in it. Since the sea has already encroached upon 13 houses that used to stand between the shore and the well, the ancient prophecy is not far from being fulfilled (Croden 1977, 20-21).

In 1981, the same year that Atkinson published her mermaid story, Croden also gave an oral account of the legend in a BBC broadcast that circulated the tale beyond Staithes to a national audience. In an episode of Down Your Way, which aired on 16 August 1981, Croden was interviewed by BBC presenter Brian Johnston, who visited the village to learn about its history.[endnoteRef:10] Speaking from his shop, the ‘Smuggler’s Gallery’, Croden described himself as a painter who had lived in Staithes for six or seven years. Previously a shoe designer, he had moved to the area from the West Riding of Yorkshire and had initially discovered Staithes through his interest in surfing (Down Your Way, 24.59-25.31). The abridged account of the mermaids that he gave at the end of the programme was prompted by a question from Johnston about local myths: [10:  We are grateful to The Staithes Museum and curator Rosie Barns for providing a copy of the pamphlet and the recording of Down Your Way.] 


There is a good one that, again, it’s a myth so there is no actual date to it. Around about 1700, two mermaids were caught outside the village and they were tied up and taken into the village. And after a week they managed somehow to escape and they swam out to the fishing boats and they said “one day the water will reach Jackdaw’s Well”. Well, at that time, Jackdaw’s Well was well back from the sea. It was at least 120 yards away from the sea. And the other mermaid said “now you’ve told them everything”, and she said, “no I haven’t told them what the egg broth comes to.” Now the egg broth is the water that the eggs are boiled in. Ever since then, the women of Staithes have never used the water the eggs were boiled in, they always threw it away, which is no mean feat when you had to carry all your water from a well! And now the Jackdaw’s Well is within 15 yards of the sea, the sea has eroded all the land right up to 15 yards within the sea, so who knows in another 10 years the prophecy might come true. (Transcript of Down Your Way, 28:36-29:37).

Croden’s written and oral accounts have notable differences to the version of the story published by Atkinson. Atkinson’s rendition has the narrative flair of a story collection and draws no connections with the local superstitions that Croden grounds his tale in. Her literary embellishments set the scene, attribute the mermaids’ chance arrival at Staithes to a storm, explain the motivations of the villagers, and describe how the mermaids escaped. By contrast, Croden’s pamphlet is more concise and enigmatic. His mermaids choose to come ashore at Staithes, they are imprisoned for an undisclosed reason, they gain their freedom through uncertain means, and they make an unexplained reference to the apparent power of egg-broth (discussed further below). Yet, for all their distinctions, the phrasing Atkinson uses for the curse and her description of the losses at Seaton Garth show verbatim correspondence with Croden’s text, indicating that it could have been her source. If Atkinson did not draw directly on Croden’s pamphlet, she must have been using another local source common to both from which three phrases were borrowed: 1) the wording of the curse as ‘The sea shall flow to Jackdaw’s Well’; 2) information about Jackdaw’s Well being ‘sited to the landward side of Seaton Garth’; and 3) the closing statement that ‘the sea has already encroached upon thirteen houses that used to stand between the shore and the well.’ The absence of a specific date for the flood that destroyed the houses is likewise absent in both Atkinson’s and Croden’s texts, suggesting that they didn’t know it and it was likely not present in their source.

Egg Lore and Egg-Broth 
Before considering what might have inspired the stories recounted by Croden and Atkinson, a momentary digression into the most arresting feature of Croden’s written and oral accounts is necessary. In both narratives, the mermaid who vocalises the curse makes a perplexing reference to egg-broth, hinting that it has special powers she will not reveal to the humans. Croden explains that egg-broth is the water in which eggs have been boiled and he connects the mermaid’s words with the Staithes practice of throwing away egg-water to prevent bad luck. Much nonetheless remains unexplained, not least what powers the villagers feared egg-broth might hold to associate it with bad luck. 
Eggs are powerful and long-lived symbols in world cultures. Believed to be imbued with magical powers because of their role in the formation of life, they appear in creation stories, divination, fertility practices, protective rites, religious cultures, and witchcraft (Newall 1971). Pliny the Elder’s Natural History records the practice of breaking eggshells to avoid curses from at least 77-79 CE (Jones 1963, 14-15; and Browne 1646, 265), and among the many superstitions and rituals in which eggs and eggshells feature throughout Europe, those most relevant to the egg-broth of the Staithes story, are linked with protection against fairies, bad luck and witches. Across England, Wales, Scotland, Ireland, France, Belgium, Scandinavia, Germany, Austria, and Lithuania, egg-broth appears in folktales as a means of exposing changelings. Mothers who suspect their children of being fairy changelings are advised to do something incongruous in the stories, like brewing eggshells, so that when the changelings observe such strange behaviour, they unwittingly reveal themselves by declaring their surprise.[endnoteRef:11] Circulating alongside this motif was a popular belief in Northern Europe that witches used eggshells in sympathetic magic to conjure storms at sea or employed the shells as vehicles for sea-travel. These superstitions are attested in manuscript and print from the late sixteenth century onwards, especially in England. In a burial record for December 1583, for example, the parish register for Wells in Norfolk, records that fourteen men ‘perished vppon the west coaste comming from Spaine’. Their deaths were allegedly ‘broughte to pas by the detestable woorking of an execrable witch of Kinges Lynn whose name was Mother Gable, by the boylyng or rather labouring of certeyne eggs in a payle full of colde water.’[endnoteRef:12] By boiling the eggs, and agitating the water in her pail, Mother Gable was thought to have simulated the tossing of boats in a storm and thus caused a real storm at sea through sympathetic magic (Peacock 1902, 431). The following year, Reginald Scot’s Discoverie of Witchcraft (1584), captured the related belief that witches were able to sail in eggshells: [11:  For an overview of these tales see Mac Philib 1991, 128; for examples, see de la Villemarqué 1846, 49-56 (Breton version); Craigie 1896, 106-107 (Scandinavian version); Campbell 1860, II, 47-55 (Scottish version); Croker 1834, 28-32 (Irish version); and Grimm 1812, 183.]  [12:  Norfolk Record Office, Parish Register 1548-1793, PD 679/1, folio 43; also mentioned in Peacock 1902, Newall 1971, 91, and Mac Cárthaigh 1992, 274, 281. We are grateful to Antone Minard for bringing Newall’s work to our attention.] 


They can raise spirits (as others affirme) drie vp springs, turne the course of running waters, inhibit the sunne, and staie both day and night, changing the one into the other. They can go in and out at awger holes, & sail in an egge shell, a cockle or muscle shell, through and vnder the tempestuous seas. (Scott 1584, 10)

Situated in the context of the trouble witches could cause by interfering with the natural processes of day, night and weather systems, their sailing in eggshells was explicitly connected to the witches’ ability to remain unharmed in otherwise harmful conditions for sea-travel. Superstitions connecting witches, eggs, and maritime culture continued from the sixteenth century through to the twentieth century, appearing in folklore collections, literature, drama, art, and non-fiction.[endnoteRef:13] Where preventative measures were recorded to mitigate against witches utilising eggs, the advice given was to crush, pierce or burn the eggshells to stop witches using them for wicked objectives. The tradition of breaking eggshells for this purpose was strong along the east coast of England, especially near Staithes, where, as Eliza Gutch notes, the people of Whitby crushed their eggshells to prevent them ‘getting into worser hands’ and being turned into ‘witch-boats’ (1901, 161). [13:  See, for example, Beaumont and Fletcher 1647, 27; Watson 1856, 234-36; Henderson 1866, 276-77, which mentions Sabine Baring-Gould’s description of a painting at Lew Trenchard House featuring ‘little old women and red-jacketed hobgoblins’ sailing in ‘egg-shells and crab-shells’; Latham 1878, 10; Leland 1891, 72-75; Gutch 1901, 161; and Dowson 1947, 87. For an overview of the ship-sinking witch, see Mac Cárthaigh 1992.] 

The magical properties of egg-broth and its importance in the superstitions of maritime communities across Europe is evident, but of even greater importance to Staithes and its mermaid story, is the appearance of egg-broth in two other mermaid tales from the Celtic fringes of the British Isles: one from the Isle of Man, the other from the Isle of Skye. First published in 1726, George Waldron’s A Description of the Isle of Man contains a section on the mermaids known to the islanders. One mermaid, captured by the Manx people in the time of Oliver Cromwell (1649-58), is said to have been kept in a house for three days, after which she began to sicken. Fearing that ‘some calamity would befall the island if they should keep her till she died’, the people let her return to the sea. She left that night, and as she ‘glided with incredible swiftness, on her tail, to the seaside’, the islanders followed her and listened to the conversation that she had with her own species when back in the ocean. One of her kindred asked what she had observed among the land folk: ‘nothing very wonderful she answered, but that they are so very ignorant as to throw away the water they boil their eggs in.’[endnoteRef:14] In a second tale, recounted in John Gregorson Campbell’s Superstitions of the Highlands and Islands of Scotland, a mermaid held in captivity for a year on the Isle of Skye gives much ‘curious information’ to her captor. When he releases her, he asks ‘what virtue or evil’ there is in egg-water and she replies, ‘If I tell you that, you will have a tale to tell’ (Campbell 1900, 201). Like the Staithes mermaid, the Gaelic mermaids are captured and imprisoned by the humans they encounter and, on gaining their freedom, both keep the secret of egg-broth to themselves.  [14:  Waldron 1731, 162. We have been unable to view a copy of the earlier 1726 edition, but the text is reported to be the same.] 

The three stories have the same basic structure, except for the fact that the Staithes mermaids escape and invoke a curse against the villagers that imprison them. Though the nature of the egg-broth remains obscure, it is presented as an adaptive substance possessing both positive and negative connotations across the tales. The Manx mermaid’s surprise at humans wasting egg-broth may imply untapped magical or protective qualities, like those believed to impregnate the water Easter eggs are boiled in (Newall 1971, 246). For the Skye mermaid egg-broth is an awe-inspiring mixture capable of prompting remarkable stories. Yet for the people of Staithes it is a harmful substance to be discarded for its association with a mermaid’s prophetic curse. Given this, the Staithes egg-broth could have been perceived as a conduit for divinatory powers or the ability to agitate the sea through magic.[endnoteRef:15] [15:  For the use of eggs in divination see Newall 1971, 62-67 and 244, though none of the practices mentioned use egg-broth alone.] 

When set alongside similar mermaid tales, it is apparent that the Staithes tale offers a unique combination of two types of mermaid tales circulating independently elsewhere: the type whereby a captured mermaid speaks of egg-broth on her release; and the type whereby a mermaid curses a place or people for her poor treatment. While this observation does little to restrict when the Staithes mermaids first emerged, the inclusion of egg-broth nonetheless points to oral circulation of the tale in a period when the mermaid’s reference to it would have chimed sufficiently enough with local superstitions to be understood.[endnoteRef:16] It also helps to position the Staithes legend as one of several tales across the British Isles featuring mermaids that have access to knowledge beyond the cognizance of humans.[endnoteRef:17]  [16:  Of interest in this respect is an observation made by Staithes resident Bill Hinchley, who informs us that, despite knowing the egg-broth part of the story, he omits it in his own retellings because he has always struggled to ‘tie it in’ (personal communication 10 June 2024). He is not the only storyteller to struggle with explaining the superstition and this might explain why it is missing from post-Croden versions of the tale. Vanessa Croden, daughter of Ian Croden, informs us that the water eggs were boiled in was not treated with any scepticism in her own household growing up in Staithes. Local fisherman John Cole likewise recalls nothing special about egg water (personal communications 10-12 June 2024). Another individual born in Redcar in the 1990s, informs us that her Sunderland-born mother taught her that it was good practice to throw away egg water because it might be contaminated with excrement (personal communication 14 June 2024). It is possible that a more specific connection between mermaids and egg-broth has been lost to time: folktales from the West Highlands of Scotland, for example, include a mermaid’s soul or life force being hidden in an egg, suggesting other interpretative possibilities for eggs and water may exist (see Campbell 1860, I, 84-102). Newall also discusses instances of supernatural creatures hiding their life force in eggs, though she does not mention mermaids (1971, 103-12).]  [17:  Several mermaid tales centre on merfolk that impart wisdom or magical gifts of foresight to humans. See, for example, Hunt 1865, 159-63 and Campbell 1900, 201-02.] 

Unlike later retellings, Croden’s pamphlet includes the mermaid’s reference to egg-broth and explicitly ties it to local custom. The Staithes superstitions he recounts prior to the tale appear in earlier publications, like Gordon 1885 and Gutch 1901, but the practice of throwing out egg water and the mermaid story are notably absent from all but one earlier account of Staithes and its traditions by local resident Robert Brown (1864-1941).  

Robert Brown’s Mermaids
Robert Brown was the son of Ann Thompson (b. 1838) and William Brown (1839-1878), a fisherman and master of the Refuge, who lived at Boathouse Yard, Staithes, near the Cod and Lobster Inn. Brown’s grandfathers, William Thompson (1814-1900) and Robert Brown (b. 1811), were also fishermen, but Brown, who had been born on 27 November 1864 with paralysis of the legs, was unable to continue the family tradition at sea and instead spent his life tethered to the land: first as a scholar and then as a shop keeper. When his father died in 1878, aged just 39 years, Brown, his mother and siblings went to live with his maternal grandfather on Church Street. Brown and his sister, Lavinia (1878-1958), a schoolteacher, remained in their grandfather’s house until 1929 when they moved a short distance to ‘The Haven’ at Bank Top, Staithes, where Brown lived out his remaining days. Described as a mentally athletic man ‘comparable only to a university don’, Brown had continued to self-educate after his time at the village school and had accumulated ‘a wealth of knowledge’ about his village and the wider world.[endnoteRef:18] On 9 November 1923, the Whitby Gazette reported that ‘The Staithes Study Circle’ had asked Brown ‘to disclose some of his extensive knowledge of the history of Staithes’ on account of their meetings revealing ‘how little’ many inhabitants knew of ‘the history of Staithes and its immediate vicinity’ (1923, 11). Brown accepted the invitation and gave a lecture entitled the ‘History of Staithes’ on 24 January 1924. Reporting on the event the Whitby Gazette noted: [18:  Citations taken from John Kirby Ellis’s recollections of Brown, see the closing biography in Brown 1996. Ellis’s biography gives Brown’s dates as 1865 to 1944; however, we have checked Brown’s birth, baptism, death and burial records, as well as the censuses and electoral registers for Staithes, and the dates we have given (1864-1941) are correct. The additional information about Brown’s family has been established from our own search of publicly available genealogical records.] 


January 24th witnessed the meeting room thronged with an eager audience, all anxious to hear Mr. Robert Brown give a lecture on the “History of Staithes.” It would be quite true to say that there are few people who have greater authority to speak or write on this subject than Mr. Brown. He has lived the whole of his life in Staithes, and for many years has taken advantage of every opportunity to investigate the history of this rugged and romantic old place. Legend and tradition had been collected in a very commendable way. The great difficulty with the speaker was how to condense his deeply interesting historical account into the time allowed by the rules of the Society. It was hoped that Mr. Brown will consider the question of publishing his work in book form (12). 

This glowing endorsement to publish was taken up two months later, on 14 March 1924, when the newspaper began a three-part serialisation of Brown’s lecture, under the title ‘Staithes in Olden Times’ (Whitby Gazette, 12).[endnoteRef:19] The third part, published on 28 March 1924, covered the superstitions of Staithes and contained the story of the mermaids: [19:  The weekly serialisation began on 14 March 1924 and ended on 28 March 1924.] 


There is a legend which Staithes can claim as its own. Once upon a time, so long ago that no man can tell, two mermaids had the boldness to come on shore at Staithes. They were made prisoners by the people, but after a time they either made their escape or were set at liberty. When they reached the sea one of them uttered a curse, or a prophecy on the place, as follows: “The sea shall flow to Jackdaw’s Well”. At that time this seemed utterly absurd, as the well was somewhere behind Mr. James’s house. The prophecy is not far from being fulfilled. All trace of the well has disappeared through the soil sliding from the cliff, behind which it has buried it out of sight. All the old inhabitants remember it. It got its name from the number of jackdaws that resorted to it, and the fisher people used it to wash their bait in. They said that it acted as a preservative, and probably it had some mineral properties. When the mermaid uttered her prophecy, the other, in a tone of rebuke, said: “ You have told all,” but she replied: “No I have not; I have not told them what egg broth comes to”. Hence arose the belief that it was unlucky to keep water in the house in which eggs had been boiled. I once saw an old lady run to the door with a pan of egg water and throw it at the wall. I asked her why she did it, and she said to keep bad luck away. Another superstition with regard to this egg water was that if any fell upon the hands it caused warts. It was thought that it was unlucky to wind wool, or anything, after dark, if you had anyone at sea, and this belief prevailed all along the coast. (Whitby Gazette, 28 March 1924, 3)

Predating Croden’s pamphlet by 53 years, Brown’s oral and written accounts of the mermaids provide the earliest known record of their story identified to date. His text also appears to have been Croden’s source. The wording of the prophecy matches, as does the phrase ‘prophecy is not far from being fulfilled’, while other details, such as jackdaws resorting to the well and bait being washed in it, or the mermaids boldly coming ashore, are present in both. Brown too models the tale’s connection with superstition and egg-broth, which Croden later takes up as his reason for recounting the story. Most of the superstitions recorded in Croden’s pamphlet before the mermaid tale do not feature in Brown’s history, but those connected to egg broth and the winding of yarn are mentioned in Brown’s conclusion. Brown’s fuller account of Jackdaw’s Well as a mineral well with preservative powers explains why the fishermen washed their bait in it. Mineral wells in England were also associated with curative properties and some were connected with divination. If the mermaid tale was already very old in Brown’s time, the survival of these details in his retelling may point to a lost connection between the mermaid’s prophecy, the well and the egg-broth that was better understood in the original tale. Mineral wells and egg-broth were both forms of living or impregnated water, so their importance to the mermaid’s curse may once have been much clearer: the well-water being a force for good, and the egg-broth being more ambiguous, perhaps something to be feared or treated with caution.[endnoteRef:20] [20:  For mineral wells and their curative properties, see Hope 1893, xv, and Bord and Bord 1985, 34-54. For the historical context of wells see Rattue 1995. We have not found Jackdaw’s Well in any literature, but the Holy Well at St Hilda’s in nearby at Hinderwell provides an early example of a more famous mineral well that is still extant (Hope 1893, 195; Bord and Bord 1985, 167).] 

Though Brown does not mention the loss of thirteen houses to evidence the curse in action as Croden does, he nonetheless recalls their loss earlier in his history, attributing information about the 1830 storm to his grandfather, William Thompson, who would have been sixteen at the time.[endnoteRef:21] Importantly though, like Croden and Atkinson, Brown does not give the date of the destruction beyond locating it in his grandfather’s memory: [21:  William Thompson was one of Staithes’s oldest inhabitants when he died aged 86 in 1900. His obituary described him as ‘a familiar figure all along the coast and in the neighbourhood’. His ‘genial companionship and kindly disposition’ are said to have ‘gained for him a large circle of friends’ and, having ‘always enjoyed excellent health, having scarcely known what it was to have an illness’, he ‘maintained all his faculties’ until his death: see ‘Staithes’, Whitby Gazette (26 January 1900), 5.] 


It is apparent to all what great encroachment the sea had made, but none of us can realise the havoc it has played in the past. It seems incredible to think of an orchard down near the breakwater, or a cow grazing there, and yet I have heard some old people say that it was so. This battle with the sea has been carried on age after age, but still the sea gradually advances. I have heard my grandfather speak of thirteen houses going down at one tide. I can remember over half-a-dozen that have gone into the sea, the old Cod and Lobster Inn among them. These were big slices for the sea to take, but still it comes like Oliver Twist, asking for more. Having to carry on this continuous warfare with the elements for centuries has produced in the people a stubborn and tenacious character (Whitby Gazette, 14 March 1924, 12).

Here Brown paints a unique picture of the fragility of life on the edge of the land by bolstering his grandfather’s memories with his own recollections. Whether this poignant musing on the sea’s relentless inundation over three generations inspired Ian Croden to evidence the mermaid’s prophecy at work by including the thirteen houses in his own account, or whether Croden, as a resident of Staithes himself, had heard others speak of the losses at Seaton Garth and made the connection separately, is not known, but it is highly likely that Brown was his source for this detail. 
Shortly after his account of the mermaid legend, Brown closes his history with a final reflection on the high cost of coastal life, which champions the need for sea defences to preserve the rich heritage of his people:

Staithes owes everything to the sea, but it has taken a heavy toll, not only in property but in human life. I think it would be very difficult to find another place of the same size that has paid such a price. Its history is full of tragedy after tragedy. Some families have become almost extinct through drowning. Within the last sixty years the number of men and boys who have been lost at sea would run into a large number, and the property into a very large sum. It has been estimated that the cliffs are wearing away at the rate of one foot per annum. A scheme is now on foot to get the Government to make a grant of money to enable a harbour to be made, and to stop the erosion, so that the fishing industry may revive again. To this undertaking every well-wisher of Staithes will give his heartiest support, so that Staithes may once again attain to at least some of its former prosperity. White, in his “Month in Yorkshire,” visited Staithes sixty or seventy years ago. Some fishermen said to him: “If only someone would build us a jetty there would not be a finer place.” How many years before that such a remark had been made I cannot tell. Well, as the ancient prophet remarked: “Old men dream dreams, and young men see visions,” and there seems to be at the present a very reasonable prospect of these long-dreamt dreams being realised. The thanks and gratitude of everyone interested in the place is due to all those who promoted and furthered this undertaking. Unless this scheme is carried through, Staithes, like many other places along the coast, will become a thing of the past. So let everyone who has the interest of the old place at heart put their shoulder to the wheel and do their level best to carry it through to a successful conclusion. Long may Oad Stears [Old Staithes] survive! (Whitby Gazette, 28 March 1924, 3)

In his lifetime, Brown had witnessed Staithes’s swift transition from a thriving fishing port to a community on the brink of obsolescence, blighted by recurrent floods, loss of life and property, and economic hardship brought about by large trawlers damaging the village’s smaller fishing industry. Staithes of the early 1920s existed on borrowed time and the sea was a formidable manifestation of the threats that it faced. While Brown could do nothing to beset the impact of nature’s raw power, he could use his oral and printed platforms as a rallying cry for action to save his beloved Staithes and prompt fellow villagers and other local communities to come together in support of a new initiative to safeguard and revitalise it. The ‘scheme’ alluded to as a beacon of hope was the building of a harbour and breakwater, which the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries undertook within a few years of his lecture in the late 1920s.[endnoteRef:22] It provided a brief boost to the fishermen of the late 1920s and 1930s, but as the industry continued to wane, a steady increase in tourism began to provide a new lifeline to the village. It is against this backdrop of economic and meteorological hardship, that Brown’s lecture secured the Staithes mermaid legend in the collective memory of the village and its surrounding locale. [22:  Requests for a breakwater date back to at least 1840, when, following a great loss of fishermen on 20 March 1840, the Morning Chronicle reported that it had ‘long been in contemplation to erect a breakwater of refuge at Staithes, being one of the principal fishing ports in England, for which purpose a petition was forwarded to the Board of Admiralty a short time ago, begging their support. The place of erection had been surveyed, by order of the Board, but nothing further had transpired [...] upwards of 130 useful lives have been sacrificed, belonging to Staithes, within the last twenty years, principally for want of the breakwater of refuge’ (‘Melancholy Occurrence – Eleven Lives Lost’, Morning Chronicle, 4 April 1840, 6). ] 

In addition to the inevitable oral transmission of the stories Brown collected and shared with the Study Circle, the text of his lecture was published several times regionally between 1924 and 1996. After its first appearance in the Whitby Gazette in March 1924, the mermaid story was detached from the history to feature separately in the Yorkshire Evening Post (‘Diary of a Yorkshireman’, 19 September 1924, 6). Later, in 1932, Brown’s talk was serialised again when it featured in the Cleveland Standard (‘Staithes’, 13 August 1932, 3) and South Bank Express (13 August 1932, 3).[endnoteRef:23] Typescripts of the lecture also circulated among Staithes’s residents from the time of its delivery onwards. One of these in the possession of Mr S. A. Barningham of Whitby provided the basis for a posthumous 1996 publication of Brown’s work as a stand-alone book entitled Staithes in Olden Times. Others are still in the possession of Staithes’s residents today.[endnoteRef:24] Aside from a few typographical differences, these typescripts are identical in structure and wording to the press publications of Brown’s talk. Brown’s work was undoubtedly the source for Croden’s pamphlet, and Croden’s text was most likely the source for Atkinson’s narrative, as his is a better phraseological match with her rendition than Brown’s, despite the literary embellishments she adds. [23:  See ‘Diary of a Yorkshireman’, Yorkshire Evening Post (19 September 1924), 6; ‘Staithes. Some Old Wedding Customs’, Cleveland Standard (13 August 1932), 3; and ‘Staithes. Some Old Wedding Customs’, South Bank Express (13 August 1932), 3. The serialisations of Brown’s talk in the Cleveland Standard and South Bank Express ran weekly from 25 June 1932 to 13 August 1932, except for 30 July 1932, when ‘pressure’ on space meant that the article was held over. Aspects of Brown’s work (but not the mermaid story) were also published in 1945 (‘The Men of Staithes’, Cleveland Standard, 29 September 1945, 3).]  [24:  We are grateful to Bill Hinchley and John Cole for alerting us to these typescripts and to Hinchley for sharing a copy with us. Both men continue to share the history of Staithes, including its mermaids, in the annual Staithes Art and Heritage Weekend each September.] 


Conclusion
In the absence of further evidence, the Staithes mermaid legend can be confidently said to have been in oral circulation from at least January 1924, when Robert Brown shared the story with the Staithes Study Circle to illustrate the tragedies that defined his people and the superstitions that lived on in his own times. In print from March 1924, but only in the form of typescripts of his lecture and serialisations in local newspapers, Brown’s version of the tale circulated locally and was retold only by other residents of Staithes and those in the immediate vicinity until Ian Croden’s BBC broadcast and Marion Atkinson’s collection of Yorkshire folktales brought it to a wider audience in 1981. It is impossible to determine how long the story had haunted the imagination of Staithes’s residents prior to Brown’s efforts to gather and preserve their customs and history, but the tale’s inclusion of the mermaid’s mysterious reference to egg-broth in its earliest known form points to the legend’s emergence in a period when the negative associations between eggs, witches, mermaids, and maritime culture were far better known. As a child, even Brown had to ask an older resident why egg water was thrown away. The similarities between the Staithes story and the Manx tale of the captured mermaid discussing egg-broth lends further weight to the possibility of an earlier terminus a quo, perhaps in the eighteenth century, assuming of course that the Manx tale, or others like it, had not influenced the Staithes story by some unknown means. It is also in the late eighteenth century that Staithes’s ongoing battle with flooding was underway and reported in newspapers. By 1830 the sea had reached as far as Jackdaw’s Well, so the dramatic loss of houses that occurred during that or previous inundations of Seaton Garth may have given rise to the legend as an explanation for the tragedy. However, since Brown does not explicitly map the storm of 1830 onto the mermaid legend in the way that Croden and Atkinson do later, it is more likely that even earlier inundations paved the way for it.
Regrettably, we cannot recover the precise circumstances that gave rise to the legend. It is not known, for example, whether it was created to explain the relentless erosion of Staithes by the sea, whether it was prompted by an encounter with real aquatic creatures, like the apparent incident involving a merman at nearby Skinningrove in the sixteenth century, or whether it arose in the mid to late nineteenth century (the period in which Brown grew up) as a result of appropriation of, or cross-contamination with, other folktales and their dissemination in oral and print cultures. There was undoubtedly a proliferation of mermaid sightings and tales in this period, which could have influenced its development.[endnoteRef:25] What is clear is that for Brown (and later for Croden), the mermaid story offered a unique snapshot of the ways in which past and present villagers employed ritual behaviour, portents and folklore to make sense of, and protect against, natural and supernatural forces beyond their control. It provided a memorable and engaging way of highlighting the resilience and hardship of his people and it encapsulated their ongoing struggle with the sea and the urgent need for protective measures to prevent the village from succumbing to its relentless advance. Against this precarious backdrop of meteorological and economic storms, the Staithes mermaids first emerged in print to leave an indelible mark on the village and capture its ongoing struggle with deluge, coastal erosion and economic decline. The tale’s original point of origin may remain elusive, but there is no doubt that for at least a century Staithes and its mermaids have been as inseparably bound to the village as the village is bound to sea. That the story continues to find expression in new media of the twenty-first century is a testament to its ability to articulate the extraordinary, but often tragic relationship that coastal communities have with water. [25:  Of interest in this respect is the fact that the ‘Mr James’ mentioned in Brown’s history, behind whose house at Seaton Garth, Jackdaw’s Well was situated, was either James Clemance James (1845-1915), a Cornish fisherman who lived in the Newlyn area for many years before he moved to Staithes to become a fish seller (sometime between 1891 and 1901), or his son William James (b. 1887), also a fish salesman. James senior appears on the Cornish censuses for the period 1851 to 1891, then in Staithes in 1901 and 1911. He was residing at Seaton Garth at the time of the 1911 census and died in 1915. His son was living at ‘Ocean View’, Seaton Garth in the 1920s and 30s. An image of his newly painted house appears in Jewell 2013, 121. Although we believe that the tale of the Staithes mermaids is likely to be much older than the early twentieth century, it is not beyond possibility that James Clemance James brought knowledge of the Cornish mermaids and their curses to Staithes and that they generated a new story or amalgamated with an existing one at Staithes. Conceivably, this could account for the two ‘types’ of tale that the Staithes legend combines. For the popularity of the mermaid in the nineteenth-century see Benwell and Waugh, 1961, 111-26.
] 
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