Supernatural Whirlwinds in the Folklore of Celtic Countries

Daniel Giraudon

This paper is based largely on a series of fieltwecordings made by me in
the Breton countryside over the last few years. ihterviews in Breton refer in
particular to my home area of Trégor in the northeart of Lower Brittany,
where the Celtic language is still widely spokendbyer peoplé. The survival
of the native idiom in this area explains why sangnaral traditions have been
kept alive in the people’s memories. Here we detl some of the folk beliefs
associated with whirlwinds and comparable gustwiafl, recorded by myself
and others in Brittany. We also relate them to leimfolk beliefs about
remarkable wind occurrences found in Ireland, %camtland elsewhere, and
explore the supernatural associations often at&tto these phenomena.
Weather and atmospheric occurrences were of pkatimierest to people
living in the countryside, and they were not slagtve their own explanations
for any unusual climatic manifestations. These axalions, however, were
based more on fantasy than on scientific realitiBsis was the case, for
instance, in relation to whirlwinds which, in broddylight, would suddenly
raise coils of dust or carry away hayricks, strawflax, through the air,
sometimes as far as the neighbours’ fields. Int@nyt, the older people still talk
about them and call them generically in their ratianguage -barriou avel-
dro, barriou avel-gorn(‘gusts of wind’, ‘whirlwinds’). In different past of the

Breton-speaking area, they are given other nanseshk askorventenn, barriou-

! The great majority of people over fifty years ajea brought up in the

countryside in this area, spoke only Breton uhigytwent to school, where they
learnt French. Today, Breton is also taught in sthand the number of pupils
studying Breton continues to increase.



korbon, barriou korc’hwezh, barriou-korve, barraglhke, avel c'’hwildro, avel
vildro, and so or-which have similar meanings.

These unusual whirlwinds played their part in weatforecasting. For
some, if the whirlwind turned towards the southwdisey would ‘say it was
fetching rain’ (ar gorvetenn zo vont da gerc’hat ar gi8’ Others would be
more precise and sayur' c’haouad avel gorbell, glé tri deiz goude‘a
whirlwind of that kind foretells rain [for] threeays later’ According to others
still, the sudden gust of wind that carried awagpgi of hay or straw meant that
the coming winter would be a rigorous one. Someinggy incorporated
Christianised imagery:Ur c’horc’hwezh veze graet diontai, un tamm plouz
d’an aotrou Doue, hennezh lake an ed da bark dittstetamm plouz a zo aet

m3 _ it was called

d’ober e wele d’an aotrou Doue, goaiiv start a“wit bloaz
“korc’hwezh, some straw for God, some straw to make a bedSfmal, winter
will be very cold this year.’

The popular interpretation of the whirlwind phenome, however,
cannot be reduced just to predictions and progredgins. It obviously goes
beyond a simple matter of weather forecasting. he eéxample above, the
reference to whirlwinds that would ‘go and fetcinrago and fetch hay or straw
to bring to Heaven’, implies a belief that theres@me supernatural strength
behind them.

In fact, when people saw those columns of air salydgpinning upwards
towards the sky, the first suspicion was that thesps were interfering with the
weather. In the past, the priest was often onéhefféw educated men in the

village, along with the schoolmaster or the mayar.Brittany, there was a

? Collection Daniel Giraudon, Mini-Disc (MD)122/51eBorded on 7 July 20086,
from Adéle Le Rolland85 years, living in Locarn (Cotes d’Armor, Brittgny

® Ibid., MD4/27. Recorded on 16 May 2000, from Amédée Barg® years,
Rospez (Cotes d’Armor, Brittany).



strong belief in the ability of the clergy to workonders, and people even
considered them to be sorcerers. On more than ooasion, in Trégor for
instance, | have been told that the priests weles taliransform themselves into
black dogs in order to bring their flock to heetlaeturn the stray sheep to the
fold. It was also said that, having assumed theesluh a black dog, they would
follow people who were out late at night, and fteghthem into returning home.
In Lower Brittany, the young clerics were said tseutheir magic to raise
whirlwinds? Here is what my old friend Jules Gros (1890-19@2prded about
such events:Ar gloer a lakee an ed da sevel ha dafisal gantibaravel a veze
graet anezhe barriou-korbon (ou barriou-korc’hwezn)gase anezhe en-dro

* This belief was also widespread in Ireland. Sea&@g@d Héalai, ‘Cunhacht an tSagairt sa
Bhéaloideas’ ['The Power of the priest in Folklgré’éachtai Cholm Cillé (1977), 10%1.

> In the region of Lannion there were two priestiacRle-Marie Guillermic
(1788-1873) and Cloarec Prat. It was said thatefthad found a third man as
clever as themselves they could have preventeditigk from blowing. (Daniel
Giraudon, Jakez Monant, le réél et l'imaginairen Tud ha Bro Mondes
paysans, N°9-10. pp. 7-14. In Cancale (Brittangjiast was said to possess the
rope that could make the wind abate or change tdire¢Paul Sébillot,Le
Folklore de la FranceTome 1, Paris 1968, 102. First edition 1906 Theo&
tying up the wind in three knots, so that the mkmets that are loosened the
stronger the wind will blow, has been attributedwizards and to witches in
Shetland, Lewis and the Isle of Man and Irelan@zEr recounts how Shetland
seamen bought winds in the shape of knotted haaoliefs or threads from old
women who claimed to rule the storms. (J.G FraZéw Golden Bough
abridged edition, vol 1, New York, 1957, 107; foeland and Scotland see,
Derek Foran, ‘The Three Wind Knots: A Maritime Magory Legend in Irish
Tradition’, Sinsear8, 1995, 55-70). This could be related to theofeihg
belief : “Three knots on a piece of string weredezbto work the magic: if one
knot is undone a soft breeze would arise, if twiaiawind; slipping the third
knot would unleash a storm that might easily sihips’ (quoted by Bodil
Nildin- Wall & Jan Wall, in “The Wizard from ovehé Sea, Legend and Reality
in the Seventeen Century’, in Patricia Lysaght,ns&a O Cathain, Daithi O
hOgain (eds.))slanders and Water-DwellerDublin 1999, 349. Not so long
ago, on April Fool's Day in Brittany, children wesent as a joke to fetch the
rope that would make the wind turn.



evelan avel-dro® (‘the young seminarians would make corn strawufiyand

dance by causing gusts of winds that were cdiadiou-korbon[or barriou-
korc’hwezl, and would make them turn as if by a whirlwind).

Explanations like these, which pin responsibility $udden gusts of wind
on the clergy, are still given by the country pegis follows: ‘It was the clerics
who would test their knowledge by performing magicks’ (‘Ar veleien
yaouank ‘esa 6r o maji’ or, ‘It was the priest testing what they had l¢ath
the seminary’ (Ar barriou korbon a veze graet gant beleien oc’hraafy o
studi).? The clergy were said to possess a book called phag and to be the
only ones able to redtlit. They used it to perform their magical deedirt
‘fizik as people would say. As will be seen below, tipgiwer was not limited
to causing such gusts of wind. Like sorcerarg’ gant ann avel, ker skanv hag

eur bluen,***

who travel on the wind as light as a feathéne clerics, too, were
thought to travel in a similar fashion.
The sorcerers were believed to have been tauginavel in this way by

the Devil himself. In Upper Brittany, it was saithat such whirlwinds

® Jules Grosle Trésor du breton parléome 2, art barr, Saint-Brieuc, 1970.
Jules Gros devoted most of his long life to thdembion of Breton words and
phrases which he published in four volumes undetitle: Le Trésor du breton
parlé. Tome 2, Saint-Brieuc, 1970; Tome 3 Lannion 197me 4 , présenté
par Daniel Giraudon, Skol Vreizh-Impram, 1989. ttesitally, he met with and
interviewed Charles Gavan Duffy (1816-1903) in Rari

’ Collection Daniel Giraudon. Collected 28 Octobd@0@&, from Albert Le
Guyader, 82 years, Le Vieux-Marché (Cotes d’ArnBittany).

® Jules GroslLe style populairetome 3 duTrésor du breton parlép. 345,
Lannion, 1974

® From the name of Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa of tdsheim, a German
magician and an occult writer, astrologer and alube (1486-1535).
Dictionnaire Larousse du XlIXe siéclsous la direction de Paul Augé, Paris
1928.

19 According to tradition, it had to be read backveard

1 F.M . Luzel,Sainte Tryphine et le roi ArthuQuimperlé 1863, 50.



represented Satan carrying an immoral woman to ket him'* As the
abducted ‘soul’ was thought to struggle to get,freewould have had to step up
his efforts to prevent her from escaping, theredwysing the blast of wind and
much damage en route to the netherworld. Otheestasisthat the damned soul
imprisoned in the reeling gust was condemned todeanontinuously from one
end of the world to the other. In its rage it wasng to harm people or their
crops®

In Ireland, when a great wind was seen whirlingrgieng into the air, it
was often interpreted in terms of the fairies -t tha fairy host was passing by,
sometimes carrying mortals away with it. Indeed)adt any death, other than a
gentle and gradual departure in old age, was opémédrpretation as the work
of the fairies* In the case of a young person’s death, people dvalk about
abduction by the fairies. According to oral tramiiti‘'on Midsummer Eve, when
the bonfires are lighted on every hill in honouiStf John, the fairies are at their
gayest, and sometimes steal away beautiful moitatz their brides:® They
were also believed to be continually trying to attdeewborn children (usually

males) to replenish their own fairy population, dadake young mothers into

2| was given the following phrase, collected ind®ineg (Finistére, Brittany)
1970-80, by my colleague Lukian Kergoa®a' vez bannet ur maen e ya kuit
gant an diaoul’(‘If you throw a stone it goes away with the dgvilhe belief

in the power of demons to travel in whirlwinds il and widely disseminated
(see Archer TaylofThe Black OxHelsinki 1963, 24, note 1). In the Bible, God
Is said to carry people away in a whirlwind: ‘Annccame to pass, when the Lord
would take up Elijah into heaven by a whirlwindatlElijah went with Elisha
from Gilgal.... And it came to pass, as they stillniven, and talked, that,
behold, there appeared a chariot of fire, and lsoo$dire, and parted them both
asunder; and Elijah went up by a whirlwind into vea. The Holy Bible Kings

II, chapter 2/1-11, Cambridge, n.d., 420.

13 Anatole Le Brazl.a Iégende de la mort chez les Bretons armoric@imsie 2,
Editions Champion, Paris, 1912, 193.

* Angela BourkeThe Burning of Bridget Cleary.ondon 1999, 29.

> W.B. Yeats, (ed.)A Treasury of Irish Myths, Legends and Folklokew
Jersey 1986, 2.



fairyland in order to suckle such abducted childfehs the fairies were thought
to be very keen on music, it was said that theylevalso try to abduct mortals
whose musical skills far exceeded theirs. In thegénd of Knockgrafton’
related by T. Crofton Croker this was what happepnétttle Lusmore who was
conveyed into their company with the eddying spedéda whirlwind.”’
Consequently, it was considered dangerous to fimeself in the path of a
whirlwind. W.B. Yeats said that that fear was essed in the attitude of the
peasantrywhen they saw such whirlwinds: “They would take wif€ir hats and
say “God bless them!™®

According to another Irish belief, there were knowaths in the
countryside through which the trooping fairias, slua s were said to travel.
It was thought wrong to obstruct these paths invaay. The story was told of a
man who insisted on building his new house in &eleonsidered a fairy path
by the old people. Although they warned him agadwhg it, he proceeded to
build it, and then a mighty blast ofsadhe gaoith&knocked him down one night
as he was holding lighted torch. Assisted by the wind the thatcls wblaze
within minutes and the dwelling was destroyd.

The fairies apparently also considered that thd @mmwhich they dwelt,

as well as what was growing on it, belonged to th€&ms was particularly the

'® Sean O’SullivanFolktales of IrelangdLondon 1992, 273. Reprint.

"Yeats, op. cit42.

Ibid., 2.

19 patricia LysaghtThe Hunt that Came Over the Sea : Narratives ofaitivhe
‘Wild Hunt’ in Irish Oral Tradition in Lysaght, O Cathain, O hOgaiop. cit,
138: ‘Known also asn slua aeracl{‘the airy host’,an dream aeraclf‘the airy
group’) andan slua le doinean(ithe inclement/stormy weather host’), they are,
because of circumstances of their origin accortingish oral tradition “linked
(though not exclusively so) to the upper regionshefsky” or considered to be
the cause of gusty or stormy weather.’

20 Kevin DanaherFolktales of the Irish Countrysid€ork and Dublin 1967, 54-
5.



case around ring forts. They would thus raise awinorder to claim their crop,

according to the following story collected in Cophtmerick in 1940:
There was a man in this townland by the name ofBlgan, and he died
about thirty years ago. Well, one time in harveshhd a lot of mowing to
do, and this night there was a full moon so he &aidvould break into
[stary cutting in] another field of hay before henwto bed. So he started
off mowing away in a meadow that had a fort inaidd after a while he
noticed that six other mowers were after fallingoghind him. He never
saw them coming, but only heard the cutting betimd, and when he
looked to see what it was, he saw the six men behim and they all
keeping time with his stroke. So he cut away amy there making short
work of the meadow until they came to a stream wWes running through
the middle of it. And then one of the men said itm that they could not
cross the running water, but that he should jumpsscit himself and
leave his scythe behind hithSo he did that and he went home to bed.
When he got up in the morning, the meadow was wll and they [the
family] saved it. They had it in wynds in the fiekshd he thought that
everything was all right, but then one day a fauind rose of a sudden
and swept most of the hay away. The fairies weter alitting the hay, so

they did not forget to take it away with them fo.

Some people who owned fields on ‘fairy land’ wdreught to be luckier

21 This interesting story describes a man cutting dayfairy ground,” as the
place was close to a ring fort and the work wasadpdione at night, that is to say
when humans should be sleeping and not workingtukately for him, the
meadow was crossed by a brook. Supernatural bamegsn principle, unable to
cross water and that is how his life was saved.

2 NFC 1248: 124(NFC — National Folklore Collection, in the UCD Rely
Centre for Irish Folklore and the National Folklo€@ollection, University
College Dublin).Entitled ‘The Fairy Reapers’, this story wasllected by



than others, and the fairy wind might even bringnthprosperity. But this was
probably more a matter of chance than of real trdgaron the part of the fairies,
as shown by the following anecdote. It comes fromnkstown, County Cork
and was told by his grandfather to Sean Doyle, dgetken years at the time,
and was recorded by him in the Irish Folklore Cosswn’'s Schools’
Manuscript Collection, dating from 1937%8.The story was presented as

referring to an actual happening:

This story happened about a century ago on a fafgailyfouloo. An old
woman who lived there at that time went pickinglsti or furze as was
her custom to boil the skilléf.When she came to the corner of the field
where a big hawthorn bush was growing, or as tladled it at that time a
‘scarteen’[Irish: scairtin, “a thorny bush’f> her eyes stood in her head
with fright, for almost on every thorn there waeg as she thought,
stuck. On drawing closer she discovered that it paaser money; she was
afraid to touch it because she said it surely lygddrto the fairies. She ran
home in haste. She told the neighbours about a, ahcourse, the news
spread like wild fire. It eventually came to thesaf the farmer who
owned the land. He, of course, went to the spot @danined it as his,
because it was found on his land. How the moneytlgge is a mystery,
but the old people say that the money was blowa th& bush by a ‘shee-

gee’ [Irish:si gaoithe ‘whilrwind’]. This story is true, it was told tme by

Caoimhin O Danachair, from Séamas Chawke, Ballg@es)dCo. Limerick, 23
February 1940.

3 Preserved in the UCD Delargy Centre for Irish Kotk and the National
Folklore Collection, University College Dublin.

24 :3killet’: a small cooking pot.

% The belief in such spiky sanctuaries is well-knawmeither side of the British
Channel. In Brittany, they talk about the soulghe dead that live amid gorse
bushes, nine souls at the tip of each thorn. (Cwdle Daniel Giraudon,
MD82/2. Recorded on 2 August 2003, from Adéle Ldidal, Locarn).



my grandfather John Doyle late of Ballyfoulto.

But these tales of the wind bringing good forturexewnot so common. In
general, the whirlwinds were dreaded, all the nimeause, as well as carrying
souls, crops and even human beings away, they edtgtddcause physical hurt to
people. In Brittany, for instance, if a whirlwindose suddenly, it was highly
recommendedo lie on the ground for its duratiéh,as anyone who dared to
remain in its path might suffer harm or facial defay: ‘Veze laret d'an dud
nompas beafi tapet ‘barzh ar gorventenn hend-alimjeoe c’henou a dretfz
(‘they said that if you were caught like that yonouth would become crooked

and remain so'}?

?® NFC S 390: 232. (NFC S = National Folklore Colieet Schools Collection
1937-8). Communication also from Dr Rosaleen Mur@gan Doyle’s cousin.
The story does not say whether the ‘fairy moneynéal into withered leaves as
happens frequently in stories of this type. Int&ny, | heard the story of a man
ploughing his field who came across a pot of géld. put the coins into his
pocket but when he arrived at home they had tumiedautumn beech leaves.
The belief was that if he had thrown his rosary tbam they would have
remained as gold coins.

2" Collection Daniel Giraudon, MD 116/66-67. Recoraded9 November 2005,
from Anna Veuzic, 82 years, Chapelle-Neuve (Cotasndor, Brittany),.

?8 |bid., MD56/55. Recorded on 11 April 2002 from Franciluseph, 76 years,
Plouigneau (Finistere, Brittany).

29 Similarly, my own mother would warn me against iatjng, saying that
should the wind change direction | would have bkd#hcross-eyed for ever.
Another story tells what happened to the floundensuth when it laughed at
the Virgin Mary or also at St Columba’s feet : Aoing to a widespread belief,
as Saint Columba was wading through shallow watetrod on a flounder. The
fish cursed Columba's crooked feet and the lagtrted by cursing the fish's
mouth, which has been crooked ever since.Rgidore, Myths and Legends in
Britain, London 1973, 523. This kind of story is populaidnsh tradition and is
told, for example, about the plaice’s twisted moW¥nen this fish mocked St.
Patrick, the fish turned its mouth and it has reradithus ever since. When, on
the other hand, the salmon leaped into the sdnis®m, to show his respect for
him, he confered its ‘salmon leap’on it in ordereamable him to jump higher
than other fish. (See Sean O Suilleabh&icéalta CraibhtheachaBaile Atha
Cliath 1952, no. 77, 190-1).
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The whirlwind could also affect one’s limbs, cmty them or even

bringing on a sudden paralysis:

Ur barr-korbon a veze laret a wechou, se veze & \&nev en hariv, a
veze laret alies , ur gorventenn veze laret deugsese Hag a veze laret a
wechou an hini veze tapet ‘barzh ur gorventenn mpleaur-korbon, mod-
se, ‘wechou veze seyet. Tomm veze an dud peo@zé& &n hafiv ha pa
veze tomm dezhe o labourat. Hag a vezent yenaetrdum taol a vezent
seyet. Dastum ur barrad paourentez. Mont a rae arzim digantan, pad
ur c'hrogad bopred. Se zo memes mod an hini vest thndan ur pilad
dour. Laret veze, paouranter&t.

[In the Summer, they would talk aboutlaafr-korbon’ when a storm was
brewing. They would also use the woldrventenh People would say
that if you were caught in a whirlwind like thatwevould be paralysed.
People would be as hot as if they had been wottkamd. And they caught
a chill. Their strength would be sapped for a whildeast. It is just as if
they were caught in pelting rain. One said theyewahilled to the bone
and paralysed’]

If someone was caught unexpectedly by a whirlwiddlevhoeing a field
with his body bent towards the ground, he was thoug remain round-
shouldered for the rest of his days:

Pa deu ur barr-korc’hwezh ma out tapet gantaii on&hnat, pe oc’h

ober un dra bennaket, ma tremen dreiout, sur a ¢hanmtin ‘pad da

vuhez ‘barzh ar bosision pa vo tremenet drefbut

% Collection Daniel Giraudon, MD54/7. Recorded on(222002, from Jean
Goasdoué, 78 ans, Plougras.

“Translated by the writer.

32 Collection Daniel Giraudoi€ollected in 2000, from Emile Allain, 81 years,
Ploubezre. (Cotes d’Armor, Brittany).
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[When a whirlwind happens to catch you when youvegeding a field or
something of the kind, you are sure to remain iferih the position you

had when it passed over yod.]

In Ireland, it was again the fairies who were bldrf@ such afflictions. It
was said that one should never look in the direatiba whirlwind®** and people
would speak about theoc si’, ‘fairy-stroke’ as resulting from their wind-

induced attacks. As Kevin Danaher has pointedrotglation to thepoc si’

It could take many forms. Any sudden fall or injusy any unexplained
laming, deafness, loss of speech, fainting sped#itodion or swelling
could be attributed to it, particularly if an unasypuff of wind had been

observed about the time of the onSet.

In Cork, young children were told thdtthey stood in the middle of,ithey
would not grow any mor&.

However, tradition also provided people with theam® of counteracting
the supernatural powers of the beings thought tater whirlwinds — for
example, priests, fairies, and the delnl.Brittany, anybody had the power to
exorcise such whirlwinds, as it is a well-knowniékthat supernatural beings
hate iron, so one had only to throw an open Rhifepreferably a black-hafted
one — or any other steel implement at them, to @yaat their force.Bez ‘veze
laret gant lod deus an dud ma pije gallet skeififarc'h ‘barzh kreiz ur

* Translated by the writer

* Daithi © hOgainlrish SuperstitionsCork 2002, 49.

% Kevin DanaherThe Year in IrelandCork 1972, 124.

*Morgan O’Regan, Monkstown, Co. Cork, 2003.

3" Kevin Danaher referring to tradition forms of grotion against fairies wrote :
‘A piece of iron in the pocket gave some protectiarblack-handled knife was
the best form of iron.” See Danahep. cit.,121.
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gorventenn arete effd(‘some people would say that if you had been able
throw a fork into the whirlwind, you would have pped it at once’). It was also
thought by some that the person who had causesutligen gust might receive
the blow and be hurt. As | was told in Rospez (€@térmor, Brittany):

Ar c'’horc’hwez, hennezh zo un avel a gas gantgiique pe lin tout pezh
‘vez war an douar, veze laret dit : tenn da gondellus da c’hodell ha sko
‘nei ‘barzh ar barr-korc’hwezh-se a goueo pe epeze fri goueo war an
douar - Fri piv 2 - An hini neus laket ar c’horesge da dori®

[... what they call korc’hwezh is a whirlwind that carries away
everything in its path, straw or flax, and you weskl: ‘take your knife

out of your pocket, throw it into the whirlwind aydu will see dropping
to the ground the finger or the nose of the pergoo caused it' — ‘Whose
nose’? ‘That of the one who caused the whirlwindge’.]

This story was confirmed to me in Bégard (Coétesrdidr, Brittany):
‘Mamm gozh na laret n’hini na laket e forc’h a-bedian awel ‘wele gwad war
beg bizied e forc’? (‘my grand-mother told me that the person who diinis
fork at that wind would see blood on the prong&lsewhere, in Ploubezre, for
example, the story was told of a day labourer waa thrown his knife into the
whirlwind. A few days later, a young man, a semgar came to see him and
showed him a gash in his shoulder saying: ‘You'ttdvenot play such games,
throwing a knife into a whirlwind like that. Lookhat you have done to mé¥’

%8 Collection Daniel Giraudon, MD54/18. Recorded @Rebruary 2002, from
Jean Goasdoué, Plougras.

¥ bid., MD4/26. Collected on 16 May 2000, from Amédéeza Rospez.

9 |bid., MD121/94. Recorded on 5 May 2006, from Yves lieaR, 91 years,
Bégard (Coétes d’Armor, Brittany).

“! |bid., Collected in 2000, from Emile Allain, 81 yeamloubezre. (Cotes
d’Armor, Brittany).
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The same belief was to be found in Ireland. If songeflung a fork at the
whirlwind, moaning might be heard. This was consdeproof enough that
there was a being in it, and that is why, in ordeavoid evil consequences, the
person who threw the sharp tool was supposed tass#ye same timevi'olc
agus m’urchéid leat{"May my misfortune go with you'!)

In the event that the whirlwind contained a perseno was being
abducted, it might be the victim who would recetiie blow, but this would
have a beneficial effect. According to the Frenolklbrist Paul Sébillot, the
consequence was that it could save the person wtdben taken away by a

demon:

One day, some people were haymaking when a gustimaf suddenly
arose. A maid who happened to be holding a knifeatmoment threw it
in the midst of the whirlwind. The whirlwind vanisti immediately, to the
satisfaction of the haymakers who were shoutingtti@devil was inside
in it. Then, everyone looked for the knife but tremuld not find it. They
thought that it was probably embedded in the boflgameone being
carried away by the devil. One day, as the samd mas washing clothes
in a neighbouring farm, she recognized her kniféhen hands of a young
washerwoman. She asked her where she had got nt. fidhe girl
answered that she had sold herself to the dewatder to be rich because

she was fed up with working. But the devil hadriear her away in a



14

whirlwind: ‘Without your throwing a knif& into that whirlwind, | would
have become a lost soul’, she sHid.

In Scotland, too, the fairies were thought to tramecompanies in eddies
of wind. According to J.G. Campbell: ‘In Gaelic tleddy is known asiteag
sluaigh (‘the people’s [fairies’] puff of wind’) and its ation asfalbh air
chuiseagan treorac(‘travelling on tall grass sterf)s These gusts of wind were
unexpected and hard to explain since they happerieth the air was still,
which went to confirm the folk idea that the fagieould master the wind.
Scottish fairies were also thought to carry peasfen the air and to take them
far from their homes. J.G. Campbell thus talks alba ‘Lady of the Green
Island’, Baintighearn 'n Eileen Uainein this context, and the ‘light folk’.an
sluagh eutrom* as the abductors. Here again, throwing such thasgsne’s
bonnet, or an unsheathed knife, but also a lefe sbho even some soil from a
mole-hill, at the eddy of wind, could make the attdes drop their prisonér.

It is worthy of note that we can find similar béieabout whirlwinds
outwith the Celtic regions. In the south of Frarfoe, instance, the blast of wind

called Fouletoun, Follet® was thought to be caused by a mischievous sjifrite,

*2 This can be related to another widespread popalief — that of restoring to
normality a human being who had been turned inkceewolf by making him
bleed as a result of a blow from a sickle or a lblaafted knife. See, in tis
connection, Daniel Giraudo@u coq a I'ane Douarnenez 2000, 332. See also
Gaél Milin, Les Chiens de DiewBrest 1993, pp 185-6.

* Translated by the writer from, Paul Sébill@putumes populaires de la
Haute-BretagnegParis 1967, 302-3. New edition. Paris 1886.

* John Gregorson CampbetBuperstitions of the Highlands and Islands of
Scotland Glasgow 1900, 87. See also Ronald Black, (efllje Gaelic
Otherworld John Gregorson CampbellSuperstitions of the Highlands &

Islandsand Witchcraft and Second Sight in the Highlands & msla Edinburgh
2005, 13. Commentory by Ronald Black.

*>bid., 25, 87.
¢ In old French, this wordbllet means ‘bellows’, hence the connection to the
‘blowing’ wind.
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not by the devil himself. If we are to believe thelers of the White Book,
women in Toulouse had to be very careful when entssing a whirlwind as it

was thought that it could make them pregnant, eeb#lat used to be common

in the Basque country also:

Quand les femmes iront se promener
Si elles trouvent le Vent-Follet
Qui court au sol en tourbillon

Elles s’arréteront aussitot,

Elles croiseront leurs cuisses
Afin qu’il ne puisse les atteindre
Ni s’emparer d'elles par devant
En soufflant dans leur tablié?.

[When women go for a walk

If they come across the elfish wind
That runs whirling at ground level
They will stop immediately
They will cross their thighs
So that it might neither reach them
Nor seize them from the front

By blowing in their apron’f

In Marsillargues, in the Gard, young girls in thefildhood were taught to fling

stones against the mischievous wind while uttewongds of incantation.

“7|_as ordenansas et coustumas del libre Bjd&raris, 1876, lines 374-381
8 Jean-Pierre Pinié§royances populaires des pays d:®arseille 1984, 45.

“Translated by the writer.
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In the Roussillorf also, little girls and young maidens feared that
whirlwinds were linked to a goblin that might matkem pregnant. In order to
protect themselves from this danger, they usetrtmat grains of sand, wheat or
maize behind them, as the goblin was supposed wotcilhve grains before
approaching a woman. In the Aude valley, (Départégnfeounty) of Southern
France) if a girl caught sight of a whirlwind, siwvas supposed to scatter cereal
grains in front of her house and to stay indoorsmter to prevent any sexual
impregnation. These ideas may be linked to a toadibf celebrating the
carnival called La Bentadoro’(from Occitan bentar, ‘to make wind’), in the
Luchonais regiorndépartement de la Haute-Garonne, Southern FraDcging
the carnival young men would try to catch nubildsgin order to shake them
and to hit their belly or buttocks with some phlaBhaped object, such as a
stick, a clog, or a stone. Unwittingly, they wemeking alive a very old belief
about the impregnating power of the witid.

To mention just one other region in Europe — theagte of the whirlwind
and the knife is well known in Scandinavia as isidemt from the
comprehensive study entitléthe Black Ox by Archer Taylor? who found
more than one hundred variants of that theme inigimtradition. As the scene
usually takes place in the haymaking season, tleevthg of the knife is most
often described as the consequence of the farrarger when his hay has been
scattered by a whirlwind. The story is similar @t found in Brittany — the
farmer has heard that by throwing a knife he wocddise the whirlwind to
disappear, and having done so, he is later repdetby the person who was

supposedly wounded in the whilrlwind when he didlsanost versions cited by

% A former province of Southern France correspondmthe Département des
Pyrénées orientales

°L For Breton ideas about the impregnating powerhef moon, see Daniel
GiraudonLe ciel dans les traditions populaires en Bretagne Etudes sur la
Bretagne et les pays celtiqu&seiz 4 Brest, décembre 1995, 99-131.



17

Archer Taylor, the farmer is also borne away tonown regions where he is
forced to eat, and there he finds his knife again.

It would be possible to pursue these paralleldh&rrtbut enough evidence
has been adduced to show the widespread similarligliefs about whirlwinds
in many regions of Europdéefore we conclude, however, let us consider the
etymology of the Breton wordorc’hwezh (‘whirlwind’). Its root ‘kor’ is also
found in Cornish korwez, and in Welsh ¢or-wynt,>® and it could describe the
circular movement of these gusts of wind. In Irigtg term, Cor, also refers to
the idea of a turning movement, and it is to bentbin an Irish dance called
‘Cor na siog ‘ The Fairy Reel The Irish word can also be related to the Breton
‘Koroll’, to dance in a circle. But could not the groupplitation implicit in the
word ‘Kor’ link it to another meaning, that is, ‘an army’hiwh would bring us
back to the trooping fairies — the fairy host of thi gaoith&? This other sense
of ‘korr’ is present in the BretonKoskor, meaning ‘troop’, (‘coscorég in
Upper Brittany), and in regional names, such aggodr (‘three armies’) and
Périgord (‘four armies’). One could imagine that,aaresult of homophony, this
popular etymology might have been accepted by some.

It is possible also that the rodkor’, which is also to be found in the
Breton words Korr-iganed’, and Korr-nandoned meaning‘fairies’, might
have reinforced the belief in the magical whirlwsnthought to have been
caused by these little supernatural beings (l&glaced by the clerics through a
Christianisation of the belief). Curiously, an itieal phenomenon seems to
have happened in Ireland according to Daithi O dga

°2 Archer Taylor, The Black Ox The Study of the History of a Folk-Tale
Helsinki 1963. FFC70.

*3 The Welsh word “(g)wynt”: strong wind, can be falualso in the Breton
words korventenn’ ‘gale”, and gwentafi’, ‘to winnow’, and gwenterez
‘winnowing machine’.
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The belief that a whirlwind is caused by fairieslasy pass by is of a kind
likely to be quite ancient but it must have beanfogced by the similarity
in sound of its title si gaoithe, originally ‘sidhe gaoithe’ and literally
meaning ‘thrust of wind’ with the word ‘si’, origafly ‘sidhe’ for the

fairies themselve¥'

If this were the case, then the physical and myiiohl aspects of the Celtic
whirlwind would close in a magical circle.
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