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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis offers an archaeological and ethnographic examination of the coin-tree 

custom, which is essentially what its name suggests: the practice of inserting coins 

into trees. These trees are often in the form of logs or stumps, and they are 

commonly located beside well-traversed footpaths in rural/semi-rural areas.  

The custom can be traced back to the 1860s in Scotland, but has experienced a late 

20
th
/early 21

st
-century renaissance, with clusters of coin-trees emerging across 

England, Wales, Scotland, Northern Ireland, and the Republic of Ireland. No 

previous academic attempt has been made to either catalogue these structures or 

contextualise the practice; it is the aim of this thesis, therefore, to do both.  

Proffering a catalogue of 197 individual coin-trees distributed across 34 sites 

(detailed in the appendices), this thesis draws on a wide range of resources in order 

to elucidate the custom: literary works, both historical and contemporary; the 

empirical data of the coin-trees themselves; and the ethnographic material of over 

200 participant interviews.  

The history of the custom is traced, including a consideration of why it has 

experienced a recent resurgence ï particularly at a time popularly conceived of as a 

ósecular ageô. The questions of how and why people participate are examined in 

detail, revealing a mutabili ty to the ómeaningô of the custom, and a consideration of 

the future and heritage of the coin-tree structures themselves is also offered. The 

thesis closes with a suppositional vignette: what would an archaeologist find if she 

uncovered a coin-tree site in the future? How would she interpret the remains? And 

what does this reveal about archaeological methodologies, ritual interpretations, and 

the relationship between folklore and material culture? 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION  

 

1 ï óFESTERING SUPERSTITIONSô? 

 

ñIt is the finest wych-elm in Hertfordshire. Did your sister tell you about 

the teeth?ò 

ñNo.ò 

ñOh, it might interest you. There are pigôs teeth stuck into the trunk, about 

four feet from the ground. The country people put them in long ago, and 

they think that if they chew a piece of the bark it will cure the toothache. 

The teeth are almost grown over now, and no one comes to the tree.ò 

ñI should. I love folklore and all festering superstitions.ò (Forster 1910 

[2000]: 8.61) 

 

The above exchange occurs in E. M. Forsterôs novel Howards End (1910), between 

Mrs Wilcox and chief protagonist Margaret Schlegel. Whilst describing the estate of 

Howards End to Margaret, Mrs Wilcox mentions a local custom which avers that a 

sufferer of toothache will be cured if they insert a pigôs tooth into the bark of a 

certain Wych elm. This form of ófolkloreô, as Margaret identifies it, is known as 

implantation, whereby something is achieved ï in this case, the cure of toothache ï 

by plugging, nailing, or wedging an object into another object (Hand 1966). In this 

example, toothache is transferred from the depositor into the tree via the 

implantation of a tooth, which represents the disease; the disease is subsequently 

implanted into the tree.   

Mrs Wilcoxôs Wych elm is not unique; across the British Isles, a veritable plethora 

of trees have been employed for similar purposes. Trees from Cornwall to the 

Highlands of Scotland have been subject to the embedding of a variety of objects, 

such as human hair (Hand 1966: 64); nail-clippings (Roud 2003: 481); metal nails 

(Walhouse 1880: 99n; Porteous 1928: 188); pins (Wilks 1972: 121); and human 

blood (Hand 1966: 69), the depositors hoping for cures for ailments ranging from 

toothache and warts to ague and whooping-cough. 

However, as widespread as the custom of embedding objects into trees was, the 

general consensus appears to be that the tradition has ebbed. Implanted trees are 
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viewed in the past tense. Mrs Wilcox notes, with a sense of melancholy, that the 

teeth in her Wych elm are óalmost grown over now, and no one comes to the treeô, 

whilst Margaret describes the custom as a ófestering superstitionô (Forster 1910 

[2000]: VIII, 61); from this perspective, the Wych elm is a decaying manifestation of 

a faded, forgotten custom. Indeed, 20
th
-century scholars adopt similar stances. In 

1932, folklorist Benedict stated matter-of-factly that ófolklore has not survived as a 

living trait in modern civilizationô (1932: 292); it was her opinion that folkloric 

customs, such as the implantation of disease into trees, are not features of modernity, 

and that any survivals are just that: survivals. Festering superstitions.  

This opinion appears to have preceded Benedict, with even 19
th
-century folklorists 

having to fight for the right to concern themselves with contemporary customs. 

Writing in 1885, folklorist Hartland stated: óI decline to be limited to survivals, or to 

archaic beliefs and customsô (1885: 117, emphases in original), contending instead 

that: óTradition is always being created anew, and that traditions of modern origin 

wherever found are as much within our province as ancient onesô (1885: 120).  

Writing of óTree Traditions and Folklore from Northeast Irelandô (2000), Simon 

takes a similar stand. Using the books of Wilks (1972) and Morton (1998) as 

examples, he notes that works which ódiscuss the folk beliefs, uses and symbolism 

ascribed to plants and treesétend to view folklore as something practised in the past 

or unconnected with present societyô (2000: 33). Simon contests this approach, 

drawing on examples from Ireland to substantiate his claim that ótree traditionsô are 

not merely remnants of the past, but are active features of the present.  

Similarly, writing of óPlants as Symbols in Scotland Todayô (2010), Van den Eynden 

remarks on the contemporaneity of customs and beliefs which are commonly viewed 

as historical. He avers that there óis a need to update the status of plant symbolism in 

present times and to assess how relevant it may be nowadays. It is worth 

knowingéwhich traditional and contemporary uses are practised at presentô (2010: 

239). It is the aim of this thesis to address his comment; to align myself with Simon 

and Van den Eynden in their assertions that tree traditions are alive, active, and 

relevant in present-day society. In order to achieve this aim, this thesis will focus on 

a single, grossly understudied example of a British tree tradition: the coin-tree.  

 



16 
 

2 ï INTRODUCING THE COIN -TREE 

Coin-trees are exactly what their name suggests: trees which have been embedded 

with coins (Appendix 1, Figs. 1-6). They are often logs, stumps, or living trees, but 

outdoor wooden posts and sculptures are also included, and they are alternatively 

referred to elsewhere as ómoney-treesô and ówishing-treesô. This thesis focuses 

specifically on the coin-trees of the British Isles, and offers the first known academic 

attempt to catalogue and contextualise them. 

Thus far, 34 coin-tree sites (containing between them 197 individual coin-trees) have 

been catalogued (Appendix 1.2, Maps 1-4). They are distributed across Scotland, 

England, Wales, Northern Ireland, and the Republic of Ireland, with distinct clusters 

in South-West and North-West England. They range in date from the 19
th
 to the 21

st
 

centuries, the vast majority having emerged during a late 1990s/early 2000s 

widespread resurgence of the custom. The actual purpose of implanting coins into 

these trees, and the reason behind the recent resurgence, is not information that can 

easily be summarised in this Introduction, but is instead the main aim of this thesis to 

examine.  

 

3 ï PERSONAL MOTIVATION  

My personal motivation for examining this custom stems from a childhood 

experience. In the late 1990s, at the age of 12 or 13 (when a PhD was still a distant, 

foreign concept), I went on a daytrip to the popular tourist attraction of Bolton 

Abbey, Yorkshire, with my family. Surrounding the ruins of the Augustinian Bolton 

Priory are 12,000 hectares of woodland and riverside paths, and it was along one of 

these paths that I came across my first coin-tree (Fig. 1, Appendix 2.12). It was 

impossible to miss. A vast log, 6.8m in length, stretched out alongside a curve in the 

path, and its bark was encrusted with so many coins that it appeared more metal than 

wood. Other visitors were contributing their own coins to this tree, either pushing 

them into fissures in the bark or utilising nearby rocks to hammer them in. My sister 

and I asked if we could do the same; our parents obliged, handing us each a copper 

coin which we proceeded to add to this accumulation.  
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It would be romantic to claim that this experience set me on course to undertake a 

PhD in archaeology and folklore; that this one coin-tree made such an impression on 

my young mind that I decided, there and then, to one day research this custom. In 

truth, however, at the time this experience had little impact on me. I cannot recall 

what purpose I believed the coin-tree had or whether I asked my parents for an 

explanation; perhaps my mind was on other things as I knocked my coin into the 

tree. However, the memory obviously remained with me, for over a decade later, 

when I first began to consider contemporary British folk customs, an image of the 

Bolton Abbey coin-tree re-emerged. Certain that there must have been other studies 

concerned with this custom, I began researching. What I found was a paucity of 

information.  

 

4 ï AIMS AND OBJECTIVES  

Other than the rare and brief reference to individual examples sparsely scattered, 

scholarship had not concerned itself with the coin-tree. Possibly due to the 

contemporaneity of this custom, and the general belief that ï as Simon worded it ï 

ófolklore [is] something practised in the past or unconnected with present societyô 

(2000: 33), very little attention had been given to the practice of coin-implantation in 

the present day. No attempts had been made to examine, analyse, or interpret the 

custom as a whole, and so, agreeing with Van den Eyndenôs statement that there is a 

need to update the contemporary status of plant-centred traditions (2010: 239), I 

aimed to address this evident void in the scholarship.  

The first objective of this thesis was to compile a catalogue of coin-trees within the 

British Isles; the second, to contextualise the custom. Questions which this thesis 

aims to address include: How widespread is the coin-tree custom within the British 

Isles? How óoldô or ónewô are the custom and the structures of the coin-trees 

themselves? Who participates in the custom and what purpose has been assigned to 

the implantation of coins? What accounts for the customôs late 20
th
/early 21

st
-century 

resurgence?  

The ambiguity of the coin-tree as a subject-matter has led to further questions 

concerning methodology. Firstly, how applicable is the term ófolkloreô? I use it 
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frequently throughout this thesis, defined simply as the traditional customs, beliefs, 

and legends, exclusive of orthodox religion and ritual, of a group of people. 

However, as is detailed in Chapter 2, there is much controversy surrounding this 

term, and five pages are devoted to a justification of its use within this thesis.  

Secondly, what methodologies should be adopted in order to provide the fullest 

contextualisation of this contemporary custom? Folklorist Vickery bemoans the 

tendency of scholars to rely on late 19
th
-century works as their sources for 

contemporary plant-lore (1995: vii), and opines the following: 

This reliance on previously published work has led to an almost total neglect 

of contemporary material. All too often writers on folklore have quarried for 

fossilized information in printed books and have made no attempt to collect 

fresh, living, and lively material from the true authorities ï the ófolkô 

themselves. Most recent publications on the folklore of plants tell us more 

about late nineteenth-century plant-lore than about present-day beliefs and 

practices. Indeed, there is even a widespread but mistaken belief that little 

remains to be collected today (1995: vii)  

It is a further aim of this thesis, therefore, to address Vickeryôs remonstrations, and 

to consider what sources can and should be drawn upon in the contextualisation of 

the contemporary coin-tree.  

Although Vickery bewails scholarsô tendencies to quarry for ófossilisedô information 

on folkloric practices in books, this is a method that cannot be avoided, and the 

printed word ï ranging from 19
th
-century antiquarian works to online blogs ï has 

been utilised wherever possible throughout my research. However, not at the 

expense of the testimony of what Vickery terms óthe true authorities ï the ófolkô 

themselvesô (1995: vii). As detailed in Chapter 3, ethnographic data has been 

gathered concerning the coin-tree through interviews with custom participants and 

coin-tree custodians, and much evidence cited throughout this thesis was sourced 

through such engagements with the ófolkô.  

However, another aspect of this folkloric custom is also considered: the material 

culture of the coin-trees themselves. What can these physical structures elucidate 

about the custom? What are they composed of and how are they created? What 

testimony do the trees, the coins, and their environments give? In order to answer 

these questions, archaeological methodologies were employed. Fieldwork was 

conducted at each coin-tree site, a photographic record was compiled, and the 



19 
 

empirical data of the coin-trees recorded, such as coin quantities (Appendices 2-3), 

whilst at one coin-tree site (Ardmaddy, Argyll), an archaeological excavation was 

undertaken on the area surrounding the tree (Appendix 5).  

 

5 ï MATERIAL CULTURE  

Material culture plays a prominent role in this thesisô contextualisation of the coin-

tree, as defined by Deetz as óthat sector of our physical environment that we modify 

through culturally determined behavior. This definition includes all artifacts, from 

the simplest, such as a common pin, to the most complex, such as an interplanetary 

space vehicleô (1996: 35, emphases in original). It is a field of study which, 

according to Tilley, centres on the notion that ópersons cannot be understood apart 

from thingsô (2006: 2); we shape our physical world and, in turn, are shaped by our 

physical world. Culture and society are inseparable from the material objects we use, 

produce, create, consume, modify, and destroy. It is this concept which stands at the 

centre of material culture studies.   

However, despite being defined rather straightforwardly by Deetz above, ómaterial 

cultureô has been subject to numerous debates and accusations of ambiguity, most 

thoroughly examined by Hicks (2010) and Lucas (2012). One issue questions the 

focus of material culture; in 2007, Ingold criticised the abstractness of the term 

ómaterialityô and the scholarly trend to fixate on the social contexts of materials in 

lieu of their physical properties. He advocates the redirection of attention ófrom the 

materiality of objects to the properties of the materialsô (2007: 12).  

In response to Ingoldôs advocation, Tilley (2007) points out that a focus on the brute 

properties of materials can provoke the neglect of a consideration of their human 

significance, whilst Miller  (2007) argues that, rather than attributing properties to 

objects, ómaterial culture studiesô should consider what properties other peoples may 

attribute to them. Knappett, on the other hand, argues that limiting focus to a 

materialôs physical properties excludes notions of indirect perception: óAre there not, 

after all, associations that go beyond the immediate world of materials; what of 

remembrance of past situations, or imagination of future ones?ô (2007: 22). 
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Another point expressed against ómaterial cultureô is semantic in nature, critiquing 

the implication inherent in the term that there is a distinction between ómaterialô and 

ócultureô (Hicks 2010: 80; Lucas 2012: 125). As Thomas argues, the ómaterialô 

preceding ócultureô appears as a qualifying prefix, implying that the norm is non-

material culture (2006: 15). However, he asserts that óthere are no forms of culture 

that lack a materialityéNothing ever floats in pure etherô (2006: 15). Thomasô 

opposition to ómaterial cultureô is therefore based on the impression of culture 

implied by the term; an impression he perceives as erroneous. 

While this thesis acknowledges these debates surrounding the term ómaterial 

cultureô, it will not shy away from using it. Here, ómaterialô is not perceived as a 

qualifying prefix indicating that immaterial culture is the norm, and no stringent 

distinction between brute physicality and social significance will be made. Instead, 

ómaterial cultureô is defined as a notion employed in archaeology to address the 

significance of an objectôs physical properties in a consideration of its social role. 

Throughout this thesis, the coin-tree is viewed, presented, and analysed as such an 

example of material culture, an approach which allows a close examination of how 

the physical properties of a coin-tree contribute to what it means and does to people. 

 

6 ï CONTEMPORARY ARCHAEOLOGY  

According to some definitions of óarchaeologyô, the contemporaneity of most coin-

trees would preclude them from an archaeological line of enquiry. In Kleinôs 1966 

Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary, archaeology is described as óthe study of 

ancient thingsô (1966: 100, emphasis added), and it appears that this perceived focus 

on the past has altered little in the intervening decades, with the online Oxford 

English Dictionaryôs definition still specifying that óarchaeologyô is the ósystematic 

description or study of antiquitiesô and the óscientific study of the remains and 

monuments of the prehistoric periodô (OED Online 2014, emphases added).  

However, the contemporaneity of my research is hardly radical; there have been 

scholars researching the archaeology of contemporary material culture for over three 

decades now, fore-fronted by the rise of ethnoarchaeology. óEthnoarchaeologyô, 

which stems from the 1960s/1970s development of archaeology and anthropology as 
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complementary disciplines, is defined by Hicks as óthe comparative study of 

contemporary human societies to inform the archaeological explanation of the pastô 

(2010: 51, emphasis added).  

Its emergence as a discipline subsequently led to what Hicks (2010) terms the 

óMaterial-Cultural Turnô in 1970s/1980s Britain, championed by the Department of 

Archaeology at Cambridge University and the Department of Anthropology at 

University College London, where archaeologists and anthropologists alike began 

exploring the relationships between artefacts and contemporary social structures 

(Hicks 2010: 49). By 1979, Rathjeôs seminal article, óModern material culture 

studiesô, was defining archaeology as óa focus on the interaction between material 

culture and human behavior and ideas, regardless of time or spaceô (1979: 2).  

Rathje observes that ó[m]ost of us have played the game, what will an archaeologist 

learn about us in 1000 years? A few archaeologists have decided not to wait a 

millennium for the answer and are taking the question seriously 

nowéArchaeologists are now doing the archaeology of usô (1979: 2). Since 1979, 

however, these ófew archaeologistsô have multiplied, and a concern with modern 

material culture has been salvaged from the fringes of academia, where it now stands 

at the centre of many scholarly archaeological studies (Rathje 1979, 2011; Shanks 

and Tilley 1987; Gould and Schiffer 1981; Hodder 1987; Graves-Brown 2000; 

Buchli and Lucas 2001; González-Ruibal 2006, 2008; Tilley et al. 2006; Harrison 

and Schofield 2010; Harrison 2011; Holtorf and Piccini 2011).  

Indeed, the list of archaeologists who have focused on modern material culture is 

vast, clearly illustrating that a justification of the archaeology of modern material 

culture is ï or should be ï entirely redundant by now, three or four decades after the 

interest manifested itself in scholarship. As Buchli and Lucas asserted over a decade 

ago, ówe no longer regard archaeology as a discipline defined by time periodô (2001: 

3). Evidently, my study of the contemporary coin-tree is neither particularly 

subversive nor avant-garde in its placement within the discipline of archaeology. It is 

not, however, only relevant to the discipline; it is also intended to be beneficial.  

Rathje advocates the employment of modern material culture studies in the testing, 

developing, and validating of archaeological principles and practices (1979; 1981; 

2011). The aim of this methodology is to ascertain how accurately we can analyse 
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the artefacts and structures of past societies ï and their relations with human 

behaviour ï utilising only the material evidence, by comparing it to the uses of 

contemporary artefacts and structures. Modern settings are thus employed to 

evaluate the theories and methods used for reconstructing the past.  

In the mid-1960s, for example, Deetz and Dethlefsen (1965; 1966; Dethlefsen 1981) 

had already begun evaluating the archaeological principles behind seriation through 

an exploration of the changes and diffusion of designs on historic gravestones in 

Massachusetts, considering how accurately they correlated with social changes of the 

period. Rathje (1979), in his work on ógarbologyô, considers the disposal of waste 

products in understanding the behavioural and natural factors involved in depositing 

and modifying material culture. In 1981, Price-Beggerly (1981) was considering the 

relationships between material culture and cultural values and beliefs in her study of 

the use of fences in Mormon communities, while Portnoy (1981) was focusing her 

attention on the relationships between behaviour patterns and physical settings in 

contemporary Texan homes.  

Rothschildôs (1981) object-focused analysis of pennies from the Denver Mint reveals 

that American behaviour in relation to coins extends far beyond their use as 

currency, drawing attention to aspects of American society which, as Gould and 

Schiffer suggest, ómight otherwise go unnoticedô (1981: 62). Shanks and Tilley 

(1987: 172-240) consider the contrasting designs of Swedish and British beer cans, 

utilising them to offer insight into social values, social control, consumerism, and 

attitudes towards leisure. While Hodder (1987) explores the involvement of material 

culture ï from bow ties to white lab coats; from decorative flowers to lease cars ï in 

negotiating social, economic, and industrial changes in a pet food factory, illustrating 

the necessity of including long-term historical context in interpretations of the role of 

material culture.  

A study of the contemporary coin-tree, therefore, could be employed to test, develop, 

or validate archaeological principles and practices. By considering how accurately 

the coin-tree structures correlate with their actual uses, it can be ascertained how 

illustrative the material evidence is of human behaviour, values, and beliefs. 

However, despite the obvious benefits of applying modern material culture studies to 

the testing of archaeological practices, the coin-tree is worthy of study in and of 
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itself, not least to preserve the information of a contemporary custom for future 

generations. This practice is advocated by Rathje (1979; 1981; 2011), González-

Ruibal (2008), and Harrison (2011), who proposes the development of óan 

archaeology of the present, for the futureô (2011: 159, emphases in original).  

The question of what role archaeology and material culture can play in facilitating 

the study of folklore has been asked by numerous other scholars (see Chapter 2), but 

the utilisation of these lines of enquiry, in addition to the testimony of the ófolkô, in 

order to contextualise a contemporary British custom is relatively new. Indeed, the 

excavation of Ardmaddy, Argyll (Appendix 5), is the first excavation to have been 

undertaken at a coin-tree site within the British Isles. By offering such a multi-

disciplinary study, it is hoped that this project will rectify an obvious academic 

oversight, in drawing attention both to the benefits of collaboration between 

archaeology and folklore, and to the paucity of studies that focus on contemporary 

folk customs and tree traditions in the British Isles. 

 

7 ï THESIS STRUCTURE 

Chapter 2 places this thesis within a wider corpus of material and research. It begins 

with a literature review of works detailing tree-centred customs in the British Isles, 

both historical and contemporary. Following this is a consideration of the few pieces 

which refer to coin-trees, in which the Internet is presented as an invaluable 

resource. This thesis is then considered in light of the history of collaboration (or 

lack of) between the disciplines of archaeology and folklore in Britain. Following 

this, Chapter 3 outlines the methodology employed for this research, detailing the 

sources drawn upon for the compilation of the catalogue of coin-trees and the 

methods followed during fieldwork: the collection of the empirical and ethnographic 

data.  

The remainder of this thesis adopts a chronological structure in its attempt to 

contextualise the coin-tree, and each chapter is introduced by a vignette and 

photographic image, as poetic and literary devices used to encapsulate the central 

themes of the subsequent chapter. Chapter 4, óReading Superstition Backwards: The 

ancestry of the coin-treeô, is divided into two sections; the first looks to the past, 
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tracing the history of the coin-tree custom in order to identify the traditions, 

practices, and beliefs it derived from. The historical folkloric uses of trees and coins, 

for example, are broadly considered, but for a closer examination, three case-studies 

(Isle Maree, Wester Ross; Clonenagh, Co. Laios; and Ardboe, Co. Tyrone) of older 

(19
th
 and early 20

th
-century) coin-tree sites are described and, drawing on literary 

sources, their histories detailed, demonstrating a close association between coin-

trees, holy wells, rag-trees, and nail-trees. In the second section, consideration then 

turns to the contemporary coin-trees, questioning what factors contributed to the late 

20
th
-century resurgence of this custom.  

Chapters 5 and 6 focus on the present day. Chapter 5, óContemporary Engagementô, 

questions how contemporary participants experience the coin-trees, drawing on both 

ethnographic evidence and material data collected during fieldwork, with a 

consideration of the roles played by physical interaction, imitation, art and aesthetics, 

graffiti, and individuation. Whilst Chapter 5 analyses how people participate in this 

custom, Chapter 6, óThe Mutability of Meaningô, examines why they participate, 

questioning what the purpose of implanting a coin into a tree is believed to be by a 

contemporary participant. This chapter considers the mutability and malleability of 

ómeaningô, with an ethnographic focus on how the coin-tree is variously interpreted 

depending upon where/when it is, whether it is ómarketedô, and who the individual 

participants are.  

Chapter 7, óThe Future of the Coin-Treeô, considers the likely futures of the coin-tree 

custom and the physical structures themselves. It covers an examination of the 

heritage of this custom, questioning what ï if anything ï should be done in order to 

protect, preserve, and manage the coin-trees and the intangible cultural heritage of 

the practice. Employing ecological and archaeological theory, this chapter also 

questions what will remain of the coin-trees in the future if no preservation attempts 

are made, drawing extensively on data compiled during the excavation of the 

Ardmaddy coin-tree site. This data is then used to consider how a future 

archaeologist might interpret the remains of a coin-tree site, demonstrating the 

archaeological implications of this contemporary folkloric practice and the 

significance of ethnographic data. 
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The research for this thesis produced a vast amount of primary data, much of which 

is reproduced in the appendices. Due to the number of figures referred to several 

times throughout the thesis, all photographs and maps are located in Appendix 1 for 

ease of reference. Appendix 2 offers an alphabetised catalogue of each site visited, 

detailing coin-tree quantities, coin densities, tree species, custodianship, etc. 

Appendix 3 gathers together the data of all deposits catalogued, and Appendix 4 

presents the ethnographic data: the demographics of all interview participants and 

the statistics from my one hour of observation at each site. Appendix 5 records the 

data compiled from the archaeological excavation at the site of the Ardmaddy coin-

tree.  

Finally, Appendix 6 presents a short entry I had published on Berkeley Universityôs 

online group blog, Then Dig, entitled óSanctifying Our Sites: Self-reflection on an 

archaeological digô, together with its peer-reviews. This considers the 

recontextualising agency of archaeology at the site of the Ardmaddy coin-tree, and is 

presented in order to demonstrate both the relationship between archaeology and 

folklore, and ï by including the peer-reviews ï the types of considerations and 

conversations these structures spark in an academic environment.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW  

 

1 ï INTRODUCTION  

This chapter is divided into two sections. The first will provide a review of literature 

concerned with tree-centred rituals in the British Isles. These will prove to be 

primarily historical in nature, and from this review a concise chronology of tree 

rituals and beliefs within the British Isles will be constructed, from prehistory to the 

post-Reformation period. Succeeding this section, the focus will tighten and begin to 

review literature that details the contemporary perceptions, beliefs, and ritual uses of 

trees in the British Isles, before analysing the few sources which detail the coin-tree 

itself. 

The second section will provide a review of my theoretical framework, examining 

the disciplinary pairing of archaeology and folklore within academia. The history of 

this pairing will be outlined and its current status considered, together with an 

analysis of its merits and drawbacks.  

 

2 ï CROSS-CULTURAL STUDIES   

In 1928, Porteous averred that ó[i]n this prosaic age too little is thought about treesô 

(1928: 150). It was his opinion that an inadequate amount of attention had been 

given to trees in academic literature, as societal symbols, themes in mythology, and 

central aspects of folkloric ritual. Over sixty years later, Milner, author of The Tree 

Book, was making a similar claim, with his assertion that the ófolklore of trees in 

Britain is still little documented, except as incidental items about country customs or 

passing references in accounts of cultural historyô (1992: 136).  

A further 19 years later and the subject of lore and ritual uses of trees in the British 

Isles still suffers from the same lack of scholarly interest, with no definitive, 

academic piece of work having been published on the matter. However, enough can 

be gleaned on the subject from what Milner refers to as the óincidental itemsô (1992: 

136); while there is undoubtedly an absence of contemporary and analytical 

publications on the subject, there is certainly no lack of writings focused on tree 
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rituals in general (Turnbull 1965; Turner 1967; Bird-David 1990; Morphy 1995; 

Sheridan and Nyamweru 2008). However, a detailed review of studies concerned 

with perceptions of trees and woodland worldwide would prove unfeasible; even a 

cursory description of the literature would result in a piece of work longer than the 

thesis itself.  

Cross-cultural studies are equally prolific. Frazerôs The Golden Bough (1900) is 

undoubtedly worthy of mention. While Frazerôs work has undergone much scrutiny 

and denigration in recent decades (Ackerman 1987: 1), the primary criticisms against 

it being Frazerôs óarmchairô approach to research and the cultural imperialistic slant 

to his writings, The Golden Bough still proves a highly useful resource. His first 

chapter catalogues 114 examples of ritual uses of trees worldwide (Rival 1998: 5), 

and while there is little focus on British tree rituals, he does describe the prominence 

of tree-worship in Europe, particularly amongst the Celts (1900: 168), opining that 

this manifested itself in England in the form of the may-pole (1900: 196ff).  

Porteousô work, Forest Folklore, Mythology and Romance (1928), takes a similar 

stance to Frazerôs. He offers a broad, cross-cultural catalogue of tree rituals in an 

attempt to analyse why trees feature so prominently in world mythology. His 

conclusion, that ó[t]o the imagination of early man a tree, being the largest of plants, 

must have presented a marvellous and bewildering aspectô (1928: 149) and so, 

naturally, óprimitive imagination would people it with all sorts of beings, such as 

Gods, Nymphs, and Demonsô (1928: 150), may seem reductionist and rather 

Jungian. However, his catalogue of tree rituals does include some useful examples of 

British customs, such as the planting of a young tree for luck when a child is born 

(1928: 182) and the knocking of nails into a tree as a remedy for toothache (1928: 

188). 

Writing earlier than both Frazer and Porteous was Thiselton-Dyer, who was neither 

an anthropologist nor a folklorist, but a botanist. His work, The Folk-Lore of Plants, 

presents the view that tree-worship is the óprimitive faith of mankindô (1889: 28), 

and that to give a detailed account of the beliefs and rituals, which have survived 

worldwide, would óoccupy a volume of no mean size, so thickly scattered are they 

among the traditions and legendary lore of almost every countryô (1889: 262). This 

does not, however, prevent him from trying, and the result is a rather exhaustive ï 
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albeit not particularly in-depth or analytical ï catalogue of plant and tree-centred 

rituals and beliefs, with many examples from Britain.  

 

3 ï HISTORICAL RITUAL USES OF TREES IN THE BRITISH ISLES  

There is no definitive, diachronic study of tree lore in the British Isles, tracing and 

analysing such customs from prehistory to the modern-day. However, it is certainly 

possible to sketch a picture of the treeôs ritual timeline in Britain using a wide range 

of sources.  

There are, for example, numerous studies concerning Mesolithic perceptions of 

woodland, although there is little consensus amongst scholars. While Warren (2003) 

believes that the early hunter-gatherers of Ireland saw themselves óto be in personal 

relationships with the woodlandô (2003: 22), Davies et al. (2005) advocate the 

opposite argument: that the hunter-gatherers of the Mesolithic dichotomised between 

ónatureô and ócultureô, regarding woodlands as hostile. Perhaps the irreconcilable 

differences between these scholarsô opinions reveal the uncertainty with which 

prehistoric perceptions of woodland should be viewed. 

There is, however, some material evidence concerning the ritual uses of trees in 

prehistoric Britain, the most significant find being the Norfolk timber circle, 

popularly known as óSeahengeô, dated to the 21
st
 century BC. In 1998, a subcircular 

ring of 55 oak timbers, surrounding the roots and base of an oak, buried upside-

down, was discovered at Holme-next-the-Sea (Bayliss et al. 1999; Brennand and 

Taylor 2003). Champion (2000), Pryor (2002), and Brennand and Taylor (2003) 

propose several theories on the structureôs ritual uses, with particular focus on the 

significance of the inverted oak. For example, it is suggested by Champion (2000: 

82) and Brennand and Taylor (2003: 71-72) that the structure may have been used as 

an altar for funereal rites, the inversion of the oak symbolising the inversion of life 

(i.e. death). While Pryor accepts that there are numerous possible purposes for the 

central oak: by inverting it, the original creators of the structure could have intended 

for the treeôs ólife forceô to return to the earth (2002: 276); equally plausible is the 

theory that the whole site was created as a shrine to the trees themselves (2002: 278).    
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Also illustrated in Champion and Pryorôs studies is the effect such sites have in the 

present day. As Pryor himself admits, they were unprepared for the controversy they 

would encounter when excavating óSeahengeô. In his own words, when the media 

picked up on the excavation, óall hell broke looseô (2002: 250), and they were faced 

with groups of Druids, Pagans, and New Agers occupying the site to prevent the 

removal of the timber posts and the central oak (2002: 254). The vast amount of 

attention this site received from both the media and the public reveals that 

archaeology should be far from exclusively concerned with the past, and the 

contemporary responses to ï and utilisations of ï such sites should be considered 

(explored in more detail below), a point which is highly relevant to the analysis of 

coin-trees.  

Transitioning into a period of history we know far more about, the numbers of 

studies concerned with tree-centred rituals multiply. Trees as central features of 

Romano-Celtic rituals are referred to by Woodward (1992), Dowden (2000: 58-77), 

and Lewis (1966), who notes that the Celtic word nemeton, which came to mean 

óroofed shrineô, was originally translated as ógroveô (1966: 4-5), and many temples in 

Roman Britain appear to have been erected around or beside sacred trees (1966: 

135). Also prominent in such studies is the association of trees with sacred wells; 

trees within close proximity to sacred wells were festooned with rags and known as 

rag-trees (explored in Chapter 3).  

The ritual uses of trees prove to be highly adaptable and subject to 

recontextualisation, and nowhere is this more clearly evident than in the literature 

which focuses on the introduction and rise of Christianity in the British Isles. 

Bintley, for example, traces the Christian adoption of the symbol of the tree in his 

doctoral thesis (2009), in which he investigates Anglo-Saxon perceptions of trees 

and woodland. From the many trees marked with crosses, to the ceremonies of Royal 

Oak Day and the figure of the óGreen Manô so frequently portrayed in church 

architecture (Raglan 1939), Bintley demonstrates the mutability of tree symbolism. 

Another invaluable source for the treeôs symbolic recontextualisation is Walshamôs 

seminal work on The Reformation of the Landscape (2011). In her study of the 

changing perceptions of the religious landscape throughout the early modern period, 

she traces how trees were utilised politically in the post-Reformation period. 
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Walsham additionally describes the ómetamorphosis of religious ritual into pastimeô 

(2011: 540), exploring how customs and sites of religious significance gradually 

became the basis of folkloric practices, giving numerous examples of tree-centred 

rituals and beliefs. 

Less analytical than Walsham but of equal use are the numerous catalogues of 

British folkloric customs, which date from the late 19
th
 century to the modern day. 

Hardwickôs chapter, óThe Divining of ñWishò-Rod, And Superstitions Respecting 

Trees and Plantsô (1872: 252-266), for example, and Hullôs chapter on óThe Worship 

of Treesô (1928: 118-135), which contains a diverse description of tree rituals and 

beliefs across the British Isles. While Holeôs work on English Traditional Customs 

focuses on slightly later ritual uses of trees, such as the Christmas tree (1975: 3), the 

ókissing boughô (1975: 3), and the Yule Log (1975: 7), exploring their origins in 

relation to earlier ï often Germanic ï rituals. 

There are numerous pieces of literature that focus entirely on the historic beliefs and 

rituals of trees in the British Isles, most notably Wilksô Trees in the British Isles in 

History and Legend (1972). While Wilks does not cite any references, unfortunately 

providing no primary sources to draw upon, he does present a vast catalogue of 

examples, detailing the treeôs usage in religious ritual, such as Gospel Oaks under 

which the parish would congregate whilst passages from the gospel were recited 

(1972: 22), as well as listing numerous examples of beliefs and customs associated 

with different tree species.  

Grigson also provides information on the folkloric qualities attributed to different 

species. In his work, The Englishmanôs Flora (1955), which is essentially a botanical 

encyclopaedia, he details the physical appearance of certain trees, their cultural 

histories, and how they have been variously utilised in the British Isles. The oak 

(Quercus robur), for example, is given three pages of description, which contain 

details of its use in popular medicine and its perceived sacredness.  

The oak tree, in fact, features rather prominently in much of the literature, and there 

are two studies focused entirely on this species: Hadfieldôs óThe Oak and its 

Legendsô (1974) and Harris et al.ôs Oak: A British History (2003). The former details 

what Hadfield terms the role oak has played in the ósociological aspects of British 

lifeô (1974: 123), describing numerous examples of trees considered sacred, 
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protective, and curative. Harris et al. dedicate a similar chapter to exploring the 

myths and symbolism of the oak (2003: 131-151), listing the numerous rituals to 

which the species was central, such as the Druidic ceremony of gathering mistletoe 

growing on oaks (2003: 133).  

Harris et al.ôs work was published by Windgather Press, a publisher specialising in 

landscape history and archaeology, and other publications of theirs have also proven 

useful, providing a broader overview of historic woodland environments in the 

British Isles. Allen and Scaifeôs chapter in Prehistoric and Roman Landscapes 

(2007), for example, and Highamôs chapter óWoodland, Forest and Pastureô (2004: 

99-125) in A Frontier Landscape: The North West in the Middle Ages (2004). 

Also useful for tracing the historical associations and ritual uses of the tree in the 

British Isles is Thomasô Man and the Natural World (1983), a diachronic exploration 

of the shifting perspectives of British society towards trees. In his chapter on óThe 

Worship of Treesô (1983: 212-223), he describes how, in the early modern period, 

trees and woodland were increasingly imbued with symbolic value. From the 18
th
 

century onwards, they became emblematic of a communityôs continuity, of the 

nationôs strength, and of a familyôs ancestry.  

 

4 ï CONTEMPORARY RITUAL USES OF TREES  

As demonstrated, there is no shortage of literature documenting and exploring the 

historical ritual uses of trees in the British Isles. There are fewer works which 

consider these ritual uses in a contemporary setting, but certainly enough to illustrate 

the important role still played in modern-day society. Rackhamôs comprehensive 

study, Trees and Woodland in the British Landscape (1976), for example, traces the 

various roles forests have played from prehistoric times to the 20
th
 century. Although 

he cites no ritual uses of trees, his work is particularly useful for understanding the 

mutable nature of woodland and for gathering insight into how archaeologists 

should, in his opinion, approach the study of trees: by making ósimultaneous use of 

as many lines of inquiry as possibleô (1976: 108).  
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Daviesô work on óThe Evocative Symbolism of Treesô (1988), a chapter of Cosgrove 

and Danielsô The Iconography of Landscape, is another invaluable source, reflecting 

on how trees have served as symbols. Questioning what makes them so emblematic, 

Davies contemplates treesô physical, botanical attributes, as well as their established 

cultural associations, playing with Lévi-Straussô expression by noting that ótrees are 

not simply good to climb, they are good to thinkô (1988: 34).  

Harrison makes a similar observation in his study, Forests: The Shadow of 

Civilization (1992), in which he traces the forestôs history as a prominent theme in 

Western imagination, most notably as a metaphor for óprimeval antiquityô (1992: 1); 

as the antecedent to, and frontier of, civilization. He also explores the ways in which 

forests have the power to evoke memories, to act as an anchor with the past, and this 

may indeed explain why trees are used in a contemporary setting to host rituals that 

are, to modern eyes, invocations of antiquity; trees can, in a sense, carry us back 

through time. 

The subject of trees as historical anchors is most comprehensively ï and rather 

poetically ï explored in Schamaôs work on Landscape and Memory (1996). Schama 

details how Western society imprints natural landscapes with cultural associations, 

tracing the long history of ólandscape metaphorsô (1996: 15), which we have shaped 

and employed throughout history to the present day. He disputes the widely believed 

claim that Western culture has lost its nature myths and traditions, averring that they 

are in fact óalive and wellô (1996: 14), embodied in our national identities ï for 

example, the oak as a symbol of England ï and our literary and artistic uses of 

landscapes to represent time, place, and emotion. 

Jones and Clokeôs study of Tree Cultures: The place of trees and trees in their place 

(2002) presents similar theories, investigating how trees can define notions of place 

and community. Throughout their work, they refer to ónature-society relationsô, 

tracing the ways in which people and communities can feel personal attachment 

towards trees ï as evidenced by the numerous protests in Britain over the felling of 

trees (2002: 3). Jones and Cloke, however, do not only consider human perceptions 

and utilisations of the tree, but the treeôs agency itself, as a living entity that can, and 

does, have órelational agencyô with humans, and thus influences our notions of 

culture and the environment.  
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The concept of agency is frequently employed in studies of trees and landscapes, and 

is a term which will be prevalent throughout this thesis. Definitions I adhere to are 

the simplest: Tilleyôs interpretation of óagencyô as that which provides óaffordances 

and constraints for thought and actionô (2007: 19) and Zedeñoôs as that which can 

óshape human behaviour and influence changeô (2013: 121). A consideration of the 

debates concerning whether or not an object can possess the same agency as a human 

are beyond the scope of this thesis (cf. Hodder 2012; Watts 2013). However, I 

should note that I do not find Gellôs (1998) distinction between óprimaryô agents 

(people) and ósecondaryô agents (objects) particularly appropriate as, despite Gellôs 

protestations to the contrary (1998: 20), such terminology seems to attribute agency 

to objects only óin a manner of speakingô. Instead, I adhere to Robbôs (2004) 

distinction between óconscious agencyô and óeffective agencyô; objects such as trees 

and coins do not have conscious intentionality, but they possess effective agency 

because they have the capacity to influence and shape human behaviour. 

Garnerôs article, óLiving History: Trees and Metaphors of Identity in an English 

Forestô (2004), examines the agency of trees in detail, drawing on material gathered 

at Hatfield Forest in Essex. Garner examines how trees affect notions of time, place, 

and identity, investigating how individuals view and utilise trees differently. An 

article in the National Trust magazine, written by Watkins and entitled óTreasured 

Treescapesô (2011), similarly traces the value of trees in managed landscapes, 

exploring the strong place forests hold in the óBritish psycheô (2011: 32). To the 

National Trust, which manages nearly 25,000 hectares of woodland (2011: 34), trees 

are just as worthy of preservation as historic buildings, and the many notable trees 

owned by them ï described by Watkins (but notably not including any coin-trees, a 

factor explored in Chapter 7) ï play a prominent role in defining the identity and 

work of the National Trust.  

Rivalôs collection of essays in The Social Life of Trees: Anthropological 

Perspectives on Tree Symbolism (1998), explores similar themes, detailing the 

symbolic significance of trees and woodlands, particularly as emblematic of 

ócollective identityô (1998: 1), in a variety of contemporary cultures. Rival observes 

that while ómuch anthropological writing deals with animals, landscapes and 

domesticated crop, very little concerns trees per seô (1998: 1). She hopes to rectify 



34 
 

this. For example, exploring the wide curative properties attributed to trees (detailed 

in Chapter 4), she notes that in the West this association has manifested itself in the 

method of utilising trees to signify environmental health.  

Environmental activist Zelter, a contributor to Rivalôs collection (1998), suggests 

that trees can be used to heal a societyôs supposed spiritual ailments, employed as 

symbols of harmony. She describes how trees are ritually planted in modern-day 

Britain to express intense feelings, be they trauma, sadness, or joy, attesting that 

trees are particularly suitable for such a ritual due to the continuity and stability they 

represent (1998: 223). Several essays in Arnold and Grodzins Goldôs collection, 

Sacred Landscapes and Cultural Politics: Planting a tree (2001), detail a similar tree 

planting ceremony held at Syracuse University, New York State. Performed in 

commemoration of the 35 students of Syracuse University who had lost their lives in 

the terrorist attack at Lockerbie, Scotland, this ritual illustrated the memorialising 

uses of the tree in Western society, an aspect considered in Chapter 6. 

Some literature details the continuity of older traditions into modern-day society. 

Huttonôs catalogue of the historical annual rituals of Britain in his publication, 

Stations of the Sun (1996), offers several examples of tree-centred customs that can 

be traced through history to the present day; Royal Oak Day, for example, which was 

established in 1660, has retained some significance in local communities throughout 

the country (1996: 291). Likewise in Castleton, in the Peak District, a pageantry 

centred on a garland, a large wooden frame adorned with leaves and flowers, still 

exists today; Hutton traces how its traditions have been misrepresented by folklorists 

and the media alike over the years, and have been adapted to attract tourists (1996: 

293), a factor explored in Chapter 6.  

Boxôs paper, óDressing the Arbor Treeô (2003), is even more valuable for an 

exploration into how specific tree-rituals have been recontextualised over the years. 

His study centres on the rituals surrounding the Arbor Tree, a black poplar growing 

in Aston-on-Clun, Shropshire, which is decorated with flags every year on Royal 

Oak Day. The bulk of Boxôs article attempts to unravel the enigmatic origins of this 

custom; he considers the relevance of the species of the tree; explores the 

significance of its name; references personal correspondences with local residents; 

and examines the (scarce and often biased) literary evidence. He then goes on to 
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trace how the ritual has been altered over the years, dependent upon the local 

churchôs shifting view of the custom, media coverage, and tourism.  

 

5 ï HISTORICAL COIN -TREES  

As remarked upon in the Introduction, there has been no previous academic work 

focused on the coin-trees of the British Isles. Indeed, there have been very few works 

which reference the custom at all. Despite the numerous studies referenced above 

offering a plethora of examples of both historical and contemporary ritual uses of 

trees in the British Isles, only three (Hull 1928; Wilks 1972; Milner 1992, detailed 

below) refer to the coin-tree custom. From the cross-cultural studies of Frazer 

(1900), Porteous (1928), and Thiselton-Dyer (1889), to the catalogues of British 

folkloric practices of Hardwick (1872) and Hole (1975), coin-trees have remained 

notably absent. And where references to coin-trees do appear, they are often brief 

and cursory; useful for initial research but certainly not offering in-depth analysis of 

the custom.  

Lucasô 1963 paper óSacred Trees of Irelandô briefly mentions a tree-stump in Co. 

Kerry embedded with coins (1963: 41), but further investigation revealed that this 

stump is no longer there. As for those coin-trees still in existence, the general trend 

dictates that the older the coin-tree, the more it is referenced in literature. The Isle 

Maree coin-tree, Scotland (Fig. 6, Appendix 2.26), which was ritually employed in 

the 19
th
 (and possibly 18

th
) century, for example, is referenced in varying detail in a 

range of early antiquarian works (Pennant 1775; Campbell 1860; Mitchell 1863; 

Walker 1883; Dixon 1886; Godden 1893; Hartland 1893; Muddock 1898; Hull 1928; 

McPherson 1929; Barnett 1930). Additionally, the coin-tree boasts a comment in 

Queen Victoriaôs diary, in an entry dated 17
th
 September 1877, detailing her visit to 

Isle Maree and her insertion of a coin into the tree (Duff 1968: 332).  

Later references to the Isle Maree coin-tree include: a description in Macrowôs travel 

book Torridon Highlands (1953); an article and accompanying photograph in 

National Geographic (MacLeish 1968); brief references in Bord and Bordôs Sacred 

Waters (1985: 34-35; 99-100); a description and photograph in Coxeôs Haunted 

Britain (1973: 167-168); a detailed empirical description in a North of Scotland 
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Archaeological Society survey (2002); and a comment in Van den Eyndenôs óPlants 

as Symbols in Scotland Todayô (2010). 

All of these pieces, described in greater detail in Chapter 4, mention the coin-tree ï 

alternately described as a rag-tree or nail-tree ï in their descriptions of the islandôs 

folkloric and ritual associations. Only Dixon (1886: 150-152) describes the tree in 

any detail, while references in the other studies are largely incidental. However, even 

the briefest of references are elucidating; Pennantôs cursory ó[a] stump of a tree is 

shewn as an altarô (1775: 330), for example, may not provide a detailed description 

but it does reveal that a tree was ritually employed on Isle Maree by 1775. Other 

references, when traced chronologically, illustrate how this tree has been adapted 

and recontextualised over the years, while various accompanying photographs, from 

Goddenôs 1893 article (Fig. 7) to Coxeôs 1973 Haunted Britain (Fig. 8), demonstrate 

how the physical state of the tree has altered over time. 

Other early coin-trees which are relatively well referenced (again, described in more 

detail in Chapter 4) include the sites of: Clonenagh, the Republic of Ireland 

(Appendix 2.15; Roe 1939; Wilks 1972; Harbison 1991; Milner 1992; Morton 1998; 

Simon 2000); Fore, the Republic of Ireland (Appendix 2.20; Harbison 1991; Healy 

2001; Rees 2003); and Ardboe, Northern Ireland (Appendix 2.8; Devlin 1948; Deane 

1959; Grimes 1999; Grimes 2000; Simon 2000). As with the Isle Maree references, 

the information provided by these sources tends to be limited ï often a sentence or 

two at most ï but they provide adequate details for general chronologies of the coin-

trees to be compiled.  

Notably, only one coin-tree is catalogued in Stokes and Rodgerôs The Heritage Trees 

of Britain and Northern Ireland (2004): the Ardmaddy coin-tree (Fig. 9, Appendix 

2.9). In an entry repeated from Rodger et al.ôs Heritage Trees of Scotland (2003), the 

óWishing Treeô of Ardmaddy enjoys a two-page spread, and is described as follows: 

This lone, wind-blasted hawthorn (Crataegus monogyna) growing in the 

wilds of Argyll is one of the few known ówishing treesô in Scotland. It is 

encrusted with coins that have been pressed into the thin bark by 

generations of superstitious travellers over the centuries, each coin 

representing a wish. Every available space on the main trunk bristles with 

money, even the smaller branches and exposed roots. This magical tree 

provides a living connection with the ancient folklore and customs of 

Scotlandé (2003: 25) 
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Despite its status as a óheritage treeô of Britain and the claim that this custom has 

been practiced at the Ardmaddy coin-tree óby generationséover the centuriesô, only 

one other source has been identified which references it. MacDonaldôs 1983 hikerôs 

guide, Walking in South Lorn, briefly describes the tree as a feature on the óDegnish 

Peninsulaô route: óan incredibly gnarled and twisted hawthorn of considerable age, 

the growth of which is said to have been irrevocably stunted by the traditional 

custom of embedding votive coins in its venerable barkô (1983: 9). Although this 

description reveals that the custom of coin insertion was well-established by the 

1980s, no other literary sources seem to reference it. Having been failed by the 

literature, therefore, it was hoped that an excavation of the site would yield more 

information (see Chapters 3 and 7, Appendix 5). 

 

6 ï CONTEMPORARY COIN -TREES 

Although the above pieces of literature do refer to coin-trees, they refer to only one 

each, and make no effort to catalogue other examples of coin-trees, draw 

comparisons, or view the custom as a whole. The references are incidental; a brief 

mention or cursory illustrative example, with no in-depth analysis. Additionally, they 

are primarily concerned with historical coin-trees ï those which boast a history of 

more than 20 years ï whilst the contemporary coin-trees, which (as outlined in the 

Introduction) account for the majority (82%) of coin-trees catalogued, remain largely 

ignored.  

However, there are three bodies of literature which reference contemporary coin-

trees. The first will be classified as promotional literature: leaflets distributed at coin-

tree sites (e.g. Bolton Abbey), visitor websites (e.g. Bolton Abbey, Malham, Tarn 

Hows, St. Nectanôs Glen, Portmeirion), and interpretation panels erected beside coin-

trees (e.g. Becky Falls, Ingleton), produced to inform visitors about the custom. 

Again, however, the information provided in these pieces tends to be brief, offering 

no greater detail than the coin-treeôs name (e.g. óWishing Treeô) and the custodiansô 

vague interpretations of what the custom ómeansô. Additionally, their very nature as 



38 
 

promotional literature calls into question their accuracy ï an interesting factor in 

itself, explored in Chapter 6. 

The second body of literature concerned with the contemporary coin-tree 

congregates on the worldwide web. As explored in Chapter 3, the custom is well 

represented on the Internet, in such forms as public forums, personal blogs, and 

online articles. Some claim more authority than others; articles on Daily Mail Online 

(Reynolds 2011) and the BBC News website (Anonymous 2011), for example, 

attempt to trace the custom historically. However, rather than employing academic-

style research, their only sources tend to be the coin-tree custodians, who ï due to 

the promotional aspect of these articles ï may not be wholly reliable.  

Other Internet forums do not claim any authority on the subject. Personal blogs and 

forum threads (series of posting on a single topic) centred on coin-trees, for example, 

tend to be initiated by an individual who has come across a coin-tree and wishes to 

either share photographs of it or request information about it. These entries are 

followed by posts from readers who have come across coin-trees elsewhere. One 

such entry, on the Sheffield Wildlife website, dated 2007, details the coin-trees found 

at Padley, Malham, Dovedale, and Hardcastle Crags, while a subsequent post adds 

the Aira Force coin-trees to the list.  

A personal entry on the Wild About Britain website features an anonymous blog 

member declaring that they had come across coin-trees in Dovedale and posing the 

questions:  

Were they: 

a. some sort of National Trust woodland management practice?! 

b. some sort of lottery funded art work?! 

c. some sort of strange tradition whereby people take odd coins and a 

hammer on their country walk?! 

d. some sort of project to tease all the children who try (unsuccessfully) to 

lever them out?! 

Subsequent posts do not answer this question, but they do detail further coin-trees 

that the posters have come across: near Rosemarkie on the Black Isle and at Bolton 

Abbey. There is a similar entry on the same website concerning coin-trees along the 

Ingleton Waterfalls Trail, while an entry on Treeblog (Anonymous 2008) details the 

coin-tree found at Aira Force, and entries on Yorkshire Walks (Firth 2010) and Wigan 
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World (Anonymous 2011) feature photographs of the coin-tree at Tarn Hows. The 

latter also offers a link to a video on YouTube showing a person hammering a coin 

into the tree, complete with atmospheric music (Byrne 2011). 

This is only a small sample of the forums, blogs, and online articles detailing coin-

trees, illustrating that the largest written resource for this custom is on the Internet. 

While these pieces of literature may not claim to provide accurate information about 

the coin-tree, nor in-depth analysis of the custom, they represent the only attempts 

made to compile (albeit unofficial) catalogues of these structures. They have 

consequently proved invaluable sources for the identification of coin-tree sites (see 

Chapter 3). Additionally, these personal blogs and forum threads are not written 

from the neutral perspective of an observing scholar, but from the viewpoint of 

curious participants. The authors tend to be individuals who have inserted coins into 

these structures themselves. These pieces of literature therefore represent a body of 

ethnographic material to be drawn upon (Chapter 3), revealing how members of the 

public variously interpret coin-trees.  

The third body of literature consists of scholarly forums, such as newsletters. For 

example, the contemporary resurgence in the custom of coin-trees was first brought 

to the Folklore Societyôs (FLS) attention in 2004, when Mavis Curtis (2004) reported 

coin-trees at Bolton Abbey and Hardcastle Crags in the FLS newsletter. Following 

this, it has been the subject of further queries and speculations in later editions of 

FLS News (Pattern and Patten 2009; Billingsley 2010; Gould 2010; Shuel 2010). 

Again, however, as with online sources, the information provided in these short 

letters has tended to be casually inquisitive rather than academically investigative.  

 

7 ï THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: óFOLKLORE ARCHAEOLOGISTô 

The contrast between the various sources outlined thus far illuminates the inter-

disciplinary approach this project requires. Botanists have proven just as integral to 

this research as folklorists, anthropologists, and archaeologists. 19
th
-century 

documents provided as much ï if not more ï useful information than the 

contemporary literature. Casual ópostersô on local Internet blogs have exhibited more 

knowledge about the custom of coin-trees than the seasoned academic. It will 
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undoubtedly prove necessary to, as Rackham advises, advocate the ósimultaneous 

use of as many lines of inquiry as possibleô (1976: 108). My methodological 

approach and theoretical framework follow this advice.  

In the label-loving realm of academia, how we choose to hallmark ourselves and our 

areas of interest greatly colours how we are perceived by our peers. As fashionable 

as the term óinterdisciplinarityô has become in scholarship, it is not enough to 

classify ourselves as ódisciplinarily neutralô or as óacademic nomadsô. We are 

expected to declare our loyalties and set up camp in one discipline or another. 

However, I would not classify my research as simply óarchaeologyô or as purely 

ófolkloreô, but as both. And if I had to label myself ï which academic trend suggests 

that I do ï I would employ the term ófolklore archaeologistô. 

This is an innocuous enough pairing with a simple enough meaning: basically, I 

study folkloric beliefs and customs through their material manifestations. Yet this 

term has been met with more than a few blank looks and raised eyebrows, with 

acquaintances both in and outside of academia querying bemusedly what such a 

pairing actually means. What is a ófolklore archaeologistô? Never having 

encountered the two words in conjunction, people appear instantly distrustful of the 

term, and yet such a pairing is far from unreasonable. While ófolklore archaeologyô 

may not be an officially recognised title in academia, the two subjects have a long ï 

albeit far from steadfast ï history of affiliation. It is the purpose of the remainder of 

this chapter, therefore, to consider the term ófolklore archaeologyô and to trace the 

history of its pairing in the British Isles. 

Over the last few years I have been advised by more than one colleague to avoid 

using the word ófolkloreô. It appears to have become something of an academic 

taboo, with certainly no reputable place in conference papers or funding applications. 

Alternative terms are recommended instead, such as óritualô, ópopular beliefsô, or 

óoral traditionô. However, as ósaferô as these substitute phrases apparently are, none 

of them successfully encapsulate the range of beliefs, customs, practices, and 

material manifestations which are included in the broad term ófolkloreô; a term which 

appears harmless enough. It is defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as the 

ótraditional beliefs, legends, and customs, current among the common people; the 

study of theseô (OED Online 2014); a definition which hardly justifies an academic 
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embargo of the word ï unless the term ócommon peopleô is viewed derogatively 

rather than as simply referring to a relatively typical member of a given society.  

Perhaps because of the anxiety surrounding the concept of ócommon peopleô, there is 

an evident scholarly trend to give the term ófolkloreô a wide berth, to the extent that 

even contributors to the journal Folklore have avoided the word. Fenton (1993), for 

example, preferred to use the term óethnologyô in his 1993 article, while Nicolaisen 

shied away from the word ófolkloreô entirely, substituting instead óstories from the 

folk-cultural registerô (1991). Organisations have likewise discarded the term; the 

óSurvey of Language and Folkloreô founded at Sheffield in 1964, for example, 

became the óCentre for English Cultural Tradition and Languageô in 1974 (Bennett 

1996: 216). 

In fact, an entire volume of The Journal of American Folklore, entitled óFolklore: 

Whatôs in a Name?ô (1998), was dedicated to the debate over the continued use of 

the word in American universities. While Oring argued against the elimination of the 

term ófolkloreô (1998), Bendix (1998) and Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1998) averred that 

it is inadequate nomenclature for such a diverse field, and proposed that an 

alternative term be sought instead. 

This aversion no doubt partially stems from the wordôs óconnotation of ñOtherò-

nessô, to use Bennettôs phrase (1996: 216). Bendix points out that ófolkloreô was 

once used to represent the vernacular, the oppressed, and the marginalised, thus 

offending óthe dignity of those with whom we consultô (1998: 328). Indeed, the 

ófolkô have previously been perceived as the lower classes of society, defined by 

Abrahams as a óhomogenous group, usually pursuing an agrarian way of lifeô (1978: 

119); by Lang, as óthe classes which have least been altered by education, which 

have shared least in progressô (1898: 11); by Benedict, as the órural populations of 

the civilized worldô (1932: 288); and by Garc²a Canclini, as óisolated and self-

sufficient indigenous or peasant groups whose simple techniques and little social 

differentiation preserve them from modern threatsô (1995: 149-150).  

Frazerôs use of the word ófolkloreô is particularly demonstrative of its pejorative 

connotations. For example, the primary aim of his work Folk-Lore in the Old 

Testament (1923) is to trace the survivals of folklore ï which he defines as ótraces of 

savagery and superstitionô (1923: xi) ï evident in the Old Testament in order to 
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illustrate that the Hebrews had, like every other society, óevolvedéby a slow process 

of natural selection from an embryonic condition of ignorance and savageryô (1923: 

viii). In revealing that such traces of ósavageryô and ósuperstitionô existed in ancient 

Israel, however, Frazer does not aim to debase the society, but to óenhance by 

contrast the glory of a people which, from such dark depths of ignorance and cruelty, 

could rise to such bright heights of wisdom and virtueô (1923: xi). In Frazerôs 

opinion, therefore, evidence of surviving folkloric beliefs and customs is tantamount 

to proof that ancient Israel had evolved from the same ódark depths of ignorance and 

crueltyô as every other civilisation.  

However, by examining the earliest definition of the term ófolkloreô, it appears that 

no such pejorative connotations were originally intended. It was in 1846 when 

William Thoms first coined the word ófolkloreô, suggesting it in a letter to The 

Athenaeum as an alternative to ówhat we in England designate as Popular 

Antiquities, or Popular Literatureô; he recommended, instead, óa good Saxon 

compound, Folklore, - the Lore of the Peopleô (1846: 862). óFolkloreô is, therefore, 

simply the óLore of the Peopleô, and while some scholars had ï and have ï a narrow 

view of who constitutes óthe Peopleô, it is certainly not the general consensus that the 

possessors and purveyors of folklore belong only to the agrarian, ólower stratumsô of 

society. 

Dorson, for example, asserts that rurality is not a prerequisite of the ófolkô (1976: 

46), and Dundes, reacting against the narrow definitions of previous folklorists, 

proposes his own: óThe term ñfolkò can refer to any group of people whatsoever who 

share at least one common factorô (1965: 2, emphases in original). According to 

Dundesô definition, it is only the sharing of one common factor, such as language, 

occupation, and religion, that constitutes a group as ófolkô, and any traditions they 

transmit orally amongst themselves are subsequently considered óloreô (Ben-Amos 

1972: 8). The word ófolkloreô, therefore, does not deserve its negative reputation; 

while there may have been examples of its use as a pejorative phrase in the past, it is 

a simple composite term which can easily be returned to its original, inoffensive 

definition: óthe Lore of the Peopleô. 

The academic aversion to ófolkloreô, however, may have less to do with the term 

itself and more to do with the subject matter (Wallis and Lymer 2001), which, 
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according to Harlow, still has a óconnotation of triviality or quaintnessô (1998: 323). 

Only a handful of universities in Britain provide courses in folklore, and the majority 

of these are in Scotland and Ireland. The University of Aberdeen offers an MLitt in 

óEthnology and Folkloreô; the University of Glasgow, an MLitt in óScottish Folklore 

and Popular Cultureô; University College Dublin, a BA in Irish Folklore; while 

University College Cork houses a Department of Folklore.  

To my knowledge, the only English university which offers a focus on folklore is the 

University of Chichester, which accommodates the óSussex Centre for Folklore, 

Fairy Tales and Fantasyô. Indeed, a search for the word ófolkô on the Universities and 

Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) website proffers only four results, three of 

which are courses on folk music. The fourth refers to an English Literature BA at the 

University of Gloucestershire, for which the only connection to folklore is a module 

in the first year entitled óMyth, Epic and Folktaleô.   

As Opie lamented in 1957, óEngland has the distinction of being so uninterested in 

itself that it has not yet even one full-time professional folkloristô (1957: 467); and 

still today England boasts no professional body of folklorists, bar The Folklore 

Society ï which is run by volunteers. This is particularly remarkable considering that 

England had been at the forefront of folklore collection in the 19
th
 century (Henkes 

and Johnson 2002: 129; Dorson 1951, 1968, 1976). 

 

8 ï THE HISTORY OF BRITISH FOLKLORE STUDIES  

A detailed history of the study of folklore is beyond the scope of this thesis (see 

Dorson 1968 and Walsham 2008), but a brief overview reveals a period of vigorous 

folklore collecting between 1870 and 1910. Preceding this trend were the works of 

British antiquarians, ranging from William Camdenôs Britannia, a historical survey 

of Britainôs antiquities published in 1586, to Thomas Crofton Crokerôs Fairy 

Legends and Traditions of the South of Ireland (1825). It was in the latter half of the 

19
th
 century, however ï following Thomôs coinage of the term ï when folklore 

reached the peak of its popularity, with the founding of the Folk-Lore Society in 

1878. It was throughout the Victorian period when Dorsonôs óGreat Team of 

Folkloristsô ï Andrew Lang, George Laurence Gomme, Alfred Nutt, Edwin Sidney 
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Hartland, Edward Clodd, and William Alexander Clouston ï were at their most 

active (Dorson 1951; 1968: 202ff), collecting folklore and publishing numerous 

books and papers (Dorson 1951: 1).  

However, even during the Victorian period, folklore was not considered an academic 

discipline. Dorsonôs óGreat Team of Folkloristsô were, without exception, private 

scholars: lawyers, publishers, civil servants, and businessmen, with no university 

affiliations (Dorson 1951; 1976). And during the early 20
th
 century, as scholarship 

became more an academic profession than the pastime of Victorian amateurs, the 

ógolden ageô of folklore reached its end. Unlike anthropology and archaeology, 

folklore had not gained academic acceptance as a discipline with the rise of 

universities, and it was either subsumed by other disciplines ï history, literature, 

anthropology ï or discarded entirely (Dorson 1968). Today in England particularly 

folklore is still considered, as Henkes and Johnson write, óextra-academic and 

somewhat cut off from critical academic discussionsô (2002: 138).  

Even scholars who would identify themselves as ófolkloristsô do so rather gingerly, 

demonstrating that the unease which surrounds the term comes from within the 

discipline as well as without (Bennett 1996: 215-216). As Dorson observes, óthe 

folklorist as academic man speaks with a small voiceô (1976: 3); Oring takes this a 

step further, opining that folklorists, whom he describes as ótimidô and ócowardô, 

seem to óoperate with a deep sense of shameô (1998: 336).  

It is in response to this criticism, and to avoid circumlocution, that I choose to 

unabashedly apply the word ófolkloreô to my research. I am defining the term simply 

as the traditional customs, beliefs, and legends, exclusive of orthodox religion and 

ritual, transmitted orally by a people united by a common aspect ï usually 

geographic location, but language, occupation, and even shared hobbies can 

constitute a group as ófolkô. Inclusive of my definition are also the material 

manifestations of folklore: the artefacts and monuments which testify to the 

traditional beliefs and practices that motivated their creation and/or employment.  

In my opinion, no other term successfully encapsulates this broad subject area, nor 

attests to its rich heritage in Britain; and as Gell has asserted, it is sometimes 

preferable to explain a contested term rather than to rechristen it (1998: 96). 

Additionally, I believe many of the claims against ófolkloreô to be unfounded. For 
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instance, the assertion that the word ófolkloreô, coined in 1846, is too archaic for use 

is groundless when it is considered that óarchaeologyô was in modern usage in the 

1600s (Daniel 1981: 13-14; OED Online 2014). The word óarchaeologyô, despite 

boasting four centuries of scholarly employment, is not considered too archaic for 

use; neither, therefore, should ófolkloreô. 

While it may be viewed as derogatory by some (see Frazer above), a word can be 

made to shed its pejorative connotations if enough scholars are willing to use it, 

reverting it to its simpler, more neutral origins. Additionally, relinquishing the name, 

as proposed by Fenton (1993), Bendix (1998), and Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1998), 

would, in my opinion, not benefit the discipline, but cause a loss of identity and 

ultimately ensure its demise, following full absorption into other disciplines. I am in 

full agreement with folklorist Oring when he declares: óI am content to live a 

marginal scholarly existence. But I will not be happy to exchange marginality for 

terminationô (1998: 335). 

 

9 ï ARCHAEOLOGY AND FOLKLORE: A BRIEF HISTORY  

The history of the relationship between archaeology and folklore, which has been 

extensively considered by Gazin-Schwartz (see below), is probably little different to 

the story of many marriages. They began as an inseparable pair. The pre-Victorian 

antiquarians rarely distinguished between the collecting of material relics and the 

recording of ancient practices and beliefs. However, by the mid-19
th
 century, they 

both made their move away from antiquarianism ï and from each other, with 

archaeology and folklore beginning to view themselves as separate and distinct 

professional fields (Gazin-Schwartz 1999: 21). This academic divorce, however, 

does not appear to have been entirely mutual, for it was the archaeologists who first 

distanced themselves from folklore. Something better had come along: science.  

Scientific techniques and empirical practices were embraced by the discipline. 

Englandôs first serious excavations began in the late 18
th
 and early 19

th
 centuries, led 

by men such as Bryan Faussett, James Douglas, William Cunnington, and Richard 

Colt Hoare (Daniel 1981: 55), and complemented by a growing awareness of 

geological context and strata (Daniel 1981: 50). The 19
th
 century, therefore, saw the 
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emergence of the newly-styled archaeologists, who sought to dissociate themselves 

from folkloric studies most likely because ï unlike archaeology, and as outlined 

above ï it had not received academic acceptance (Michell 1982: 24; Gazin-Schwartz 

and Holtorf 1999: 9). Additionally, as is argued by Gazin-Schwartz, archaeologists 

rejected folklore, viewing its value with scepticism because of its questionable 

authenticity and accuracy; often finding that folk tradition and material remains did 

not correlate, they opted to dismiss the former as inauthentic (Gazin-Schwartz 1999: 

34-36; Gazin-Schwartz and Holtorf 1999: 5). 

Folklore was slightly less dismissive of archaeology, but from the outset of its 

development as a separate field in the 19
th
 century, it was clear that material culture 

was not considered central to the study of folklore. Tellingly, in its first publication 

in 1878, the Folk-Lore Society defined its objectives as óthe preservation and 

publication of Popular Traditions, Legendary Ballads, Local Proverbial Sayings, 

Superstitions, and Old Customsô (Folklore Society 1878, cited in Gazin-Schwartz 

1999: 22), with no reference at all to material culture. And by the mid-20
th
 century, 

folklorists had become more concerned with the collection and preservation of oral 

traditions (Opie 1957; OôSullivan 1957; Sanderson 1957; č Gioll§in 2000) than with 

the study of artefacts. 

Following this divergence was over a century of largely indifferent co-existence, the 

two disciplines occasionally acknowledging each other but rarely touching. By the 

end of the 20
th
 century, folkloreôs relegation to the fringe of academia was 

compelling many archaeologists, anxious about their professional legitimacy, to give 

the subject area a wide berth. As archaeologist Gazin-Schwartz asks in her doctoral 

thesis on Constructing Ancestors: Archaeology and Folklore in Scotland: óIf we dare 

to talk about folklore, to tell stories about our sites, will anyone take us seriously? Or 

will we be relegated to the wacky fringe of druid-seekers?ô (1999: 36). Today, this 

marginalisation of folklore within academia has resulted in a general ignorance about 

the subject. Archaeologists who may otherwise have been willing ï even eager ï to 

study folklore are probably unaware of its potential simply because it rarely features 

in their educations. 

However, there have been a number of individuals who have attempted to reunite 

archaeology and folklore in their research on the British Isles, some more 
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successfully than others. The next part of this chapter is a consideration of these 

scholars and their various methodologies, separated into two main sections: the 

folklore of archaeology and the archaeology of folklore.  

 

10 ï THE FOLKLORE OF ARCHAEOLOGY  

For much of the 20
th
 century, studies of the relationship between archaeology and 

folklore in Britain have taken one main form: the collection of folklore concerning 

archaeological sites, usually compiled by folklorists with an interest in archaeology 

(Gazin-Schwartz 1999: 27). The general consensus amongst these scholars was that 

folklore constituted the remnants ï the ósurvivalsô ï of prehistoric beliefs and rituals; 

thus folklore was utilised as a resource to contextualise the material evidence, most 

often prehistoric monuments.  

Walter Johnson was one of Britainôs first folklorists to apply this theory to the 

archaeological record in 1908. In his book, Folk-Memory; or the Continuity of 

British Archaeology (1908), he traces folkloric associations and uses of megaliths 

back chronologically in order to contextualise them: óLet us go back and pick up the 

threads of superstitionô (1908: 174), he proposes, looking, for example, at the 

healing powers attributed to prehistoric holed stones. He is not, however, under any 

illusion of direct continuity; while he writes of the endurance of veneration at certain 

megaliths, from prehistory to the 19
th
 century, he warns the reader that most 

traditions will have been ógrossly pervertedô (1908: 132), stating that any ófolk-

memoryô must be óscrupulously testedô (1908: 319).  

Similar methodologies are employed by later scholars, who draw on folklore as a 

contextualising resource for the understanding of prehistoric monuments, from 

Stonehenge (Fleure 1948) to the many megalithic stones believed to be ócountlessô 

(Menefee 1975) or to have been formed through the petrification of sinners (Menefee 

1974). Likewise, Bord and Bord, writing in the 1970s, refer to órace-memoryô as the 

óonly real illuminationô onto the significance of the prehistoric sites of the British 

Isles: standing stones, henges, hill-forts, and burial mounds (1976).  

In most cases, a degree of scepticism is maintained concerning the continuity of 

these folk traditions; they are not presented as unaltered survivals from prehistory 
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but as distorted remnants which, if very carefully interpreted, may yield some truth 

over the monumentsô original purposes. As Bord and Bord maintain, the details of a 

tradition will undoubtedly have changed over the centuries, but traditions reflect 

attitudes, and attitudes are more likely to have been consistently inherited: a site is 

considered sacred today because it was considered sacred 3000 years ago (1976: 1-

2). Not all scholars, however, accepted these theories of long-term unbroken 

continuity; Grinsell (1976a; 1976b), for example, was a little more sceptical.  

Grinsell is probably the most widely known scholar of the folklore of British 

prehistoric sites; in reference to Stonehenge and the barrows of Wiltshire, he is cited 

by Chippindale (1983 [1994]: 45n) and Bender (1998: 137), described by Darvill as 

the producer of what is still considered óthe definitive listingô (2006: 15), and 

portrayed by Burl as the ódoyen of barrow-seekersô (1987: 118). Unlike the majority 

of scholars considered in this section, however, Grinsell classifies himself as an 

archaeologist rather than as a folklorist, and it is probably the perceived negative 

connotations of folklore, as explored above, which leads Grinsell to state in the 

preface to Folklore of Prehistoric Sites in Britain that he is óprimarily an 

archaeologist, for whom folklore has never been more than a sidelineô (1976a: 9).  

However, it is probably also his archaeological background that made him more 

wary of drawing on the oral traditions associated with prehistoric sites in order to 

contextualise them. Although he offers little in the way of interpretation ï the 

majority of Folklore of Prehistoric Sites in Britain (1976a), for example, is a simple 

county-by-county catalogue of prehistoric sites with folkloric associations ï he does 

acknowledge that many associated traditions are far more recent in origin than they 

seem, and he is discerning in his distinction between the older remnants (folklore) 

and the more recent traditions (ófakeloreô).   

The trend more recently has been to draw on the folklore of prehistoric sites not to 

attempt to shed light on their origins, but to ascertain how a monument has been 

perceived and utilised throughout history, including its current employment by local 

communities. Voss (1987), for example, acknowledging that contemporary uses and 

interpretations of monuments differ greatly from their original purposes, focuses on 

how prehistoric structures serve as focal points within communities, making obvious 

reference to Stonehenge. In Vossôs opinion, archaeology and folklore are two 
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distinct, opposing forces; folklore surrounds a prehistoric site despite ï and often in 

contradiction to ï the archaeological evidence, and while archaeology can provide 

factual history, folklore offers what Voss terms ómetaphorical historyô (1987: 81). 

Murphy (1999), in her research on the Neolithic dolmen of Pentre Ifan, Wales, 

considers how the folkloric traditions associated with the site have coloured 

contemporary perceptions of it, influencing how people ï including scholars ï view 

it. Likewise, Champion and Cooney (1999), researching Irish prehistoric and early 

historic monuments, such as the complex of cairns at Loughcrew, Co. Meath, and the 

portal tomb at Cleenrah, Co. Longford, ask how the ómeaningô of monuments shift 

over time. They also consider how the presentations of such monuments to the 

public are inherently tied in with the folkloric traditions associated with them. Wallis 

and Blain (2003), citing examples such as Stonehenge and Avebury, the stone circles 

at Froggatt Edge, and the Nine Ladies on Stanton Moor, are equally concerned with 

how the contemporary public draw on the traditional folklore of a prehistoric site in 

their perceptions and uses of it ï and, in some cases, employ the folklore to influence 

heritage site management.   

Gazin-Schwartz is probably the most significant archaeologist to consider folkloreôs 

potential in contributing to an understanding of landscapes, monuments, and 

artefacts. In her doctoral thesis (1999), in which she focuses her attention on the 

folkloric associations of monuments and the ritual purposes of everyday items on the 

island of Raasay, Scotland, she notes the prominent role played by folklore in the 

social construction of landscapes, concluding that folkloric customs and beliefs must 

be considered by any scholar wishing to adequately contextualise the history of a 

landscape.   

Gazin-Schwartz, however, does not aim to correlate folklore with the archaeological 

record. She does not argue for long-term continuity of folk practices and beliefs, as, 

for example, Bord and Bord do (1978), but instead examines the ways in which 

traditional histories are formed and adapted through local folklore. While she 

stresses that folklore does not provide factual information, she does aver ï rightfully, 

in my opinion ï that it offers different ways of thinking, asserting that it prompts 

new and important questions; ógives access to many layers of meaningô (1999: 51); 

and provides the opportunity to ógain personal connections to the pastô (1999: 182). 
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In an edited volume published in the same year, Gazin-Schwartz and Holtorf present 

a variety of papers which demonstrate the benefits of fostering an interdisciplinary 

dialogue between archaeology and folklore, which they perceive as ótwo of the many 

lenses through which the past is given meaningô (1999: 3). As Layton, a contributor 

to the volume, stresses, such a dialogue is between two different systems of 

meaning; archaeology and folklore are not partial fragments of the same whole, 

correlated and combined to reveal a full picture. They are two different modes of 

representing the past, often providing contradictory accounts of events, landscapes, 

and artefacts (1999: 31).  

I specified in my definition of ófolkloreô (see above) that customs, beliefs, and 

legends are considered ófolkloreô when they are transmitted orally, and it is the 

nature of oral traditions to be subjective and contradictory, as Vansina explores in 

detail (1985).
1
 While Vansina notes the limitations of oral traditions as reliable 

evidence, he asserts that careful analysis of such testimonies can provide accurate 

information about the past. His advocation of the uses of oral traditions does not 

coincide with Laytonôs ï or my own ï theories regarding how oral folk traditions 

should be interpreted and employed. Vansina believes that by adopting a systematic 

and critical approach to oral traditions, a historian could deduce which points are 

factual and which others are less so. This theory, however, may apply more readily 

to the Central African empirical base of Vansinaôs research, which likely has more 

historical validity than the folklore of Britainôs prehistoric monuments. 

Unlike the folklorists of these prehistoric monuments, however, Vansina does not 

believe that the intangible evidence of the oral traditions should complement the 

tangible evidence (in his case, written historical sources), but that they are 

testimonies in and of themselves, not to be utilised simply as sources for the past, but 

as accounts of how people have variously interpreted the past (1985: 195). Likewise, 

an archaeologistôs employment of folklore should not be to seek factual answers 

which supplement the material evidence, but to aid in an understanding of the 

malleability of monuments and landscapes, and the multiplicity of meanings 

                                                           
1
 Granted, oral traditions do not necessarily constitute folklore, but Vansinaôs definition of them ï 

óverbal messages which are reported statements from the past beyond the present generationô (1985: 

27) ï could certainly encompass folklore; he does, for example, include epics, tales, and proverbs 

amongst his examples. His consideration of the reliability and subjectivity of oral traditions, therefore, 

easily applies also to folklore. 
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attributed to them. Folklore is not meant to be taken literally; it is primarily 

symbolic, and therefore should not be resorted to in the search for facts, but in the 

search for meaning.  

 

11 ï THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF FOLKLORE  

Another main form taken by studies utilising both folklore and archaeology is the 

analysis of the material manifestations of folk customs. In 1951, Clark contended 

that archaeologists would profit by including folklore in their lines of enquiry, 

asserting that the ómost obvious way in which a study of Folk-Culture can help 

prehistorians is by interpreting objects otherwise enigmaticô (1951: 58); obscure 

material evidence can be elucidated through reference to folk customs and beliefs.   

This approach can be found in numerous journal and magazine articles from the mid-

20
th
 century to the present day, focusing on the material manifestations of folkloric 

customs, which I have previously included in my definition of ófolkloreô. Examples 

include foundation sacrifices (Ó Súilleabháin 1945); ritual markings on domestic 

timber (Easton 1999); witch-bottles (Merrifield 1954); óthunderstonesô and óthunder-

axesô (Penney 1976); and concealed garments (Swann 1996; Eastop 2006; Evans 

2010), to name only some. 

It was Merrifield, however, whose book The Archaeology of Ritual and Magic 

(1987) was the first full-length volume devoted to the materiality of British folkloric 

customs. Attesting that, as ritual and magic were often aspects of everyday life, they 

should leave as many traces in the archaeological record as any basic human activity, 

Merrifield seeks to identify and catalogue them (1987: 1). Covering a wide 

chronological period from the pre-Roman Iron Age to the 20
th
 century, with a 

geographic focus on Europe ï most prominently south-eastern England ï he 

reconstructs ritual activity, such as the deposition of witch-bottles and mummified 

cats, from the archaeological evidence, supplementing it wherever possible with 

written sources.  

However, Merrifieldôs work has been subject to scholarly criticism, with Lloyd et al. 

(2001: 58), for example, arguing that while Merrifield offers a valuable catalogue, 

his purported lack of interpretation debilitates the readersô understanding of the 
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significance of the material record. I do not fully concur with this criticism. While 

Merrifieldôs work is primarily a catalogue, he both contextualises the archaeological 

evidence, considering the physical attributes and symbolic associations of folkloric 

artefacts, and interprets the material record convincingly to reconstruct the ritual 

activities which (probably) led to the artefactsô depositions.  

Merrifieldôs interpretation of the concealed shoe, for example, takes into 

consideration their liminal locations, physical conditions, wide geographic 

distribution, folkloric connotations, and intimate associations with their previous 

wearers in his attempt to contextualise the artefacts and reconstruct the activities and 

beliefs which led to their deposition (1987: 133-135), an approach I adopted in my 

work on concealed shoes (Houlbrook 2013a).  

In other scholarship on the subject, folklore is not employed to elucidate the 

archaeological evidence, but vice versa. For the majority of British folkloric 

customs, there are few ï if any ï relevant contemporaneous literary sources; the 

material evidence is thus the only surviving contextualising resource for the custom. 

Howard (1951), for example, focuses her attention on the deposition of mummified 

cats within the walls of domestic buildings, pre-empting Merrifield by utilising the 

archaeological evidence ï the liminality of their locations; their arrangements; and 

the level of effort involved in deposition ï to determine the possible reasons behind 

deposition. In her careful analysis, she resists over-interpreting the material 

evidence, concluding that the majority of the cats were probably employed as 

vermin-scares or were accidentally enclosed. She does, however, make a convincing 

argument for some of her case-studies having been deposited as foundation 

sacrifices.   

Two contributors to Wallis and Lymerôs A Permeability of Boundaries? New 

Approaches to the Archaeology of Art, Religion and Folklore (2001) ï a collection 

of papers written in response to the óbarrier of snobberyô encountered by 

archaeologists studying the ófringeô subjects of art, religion, and folklore (Wallis and 

Lymer 2001: xv) ï employ a similar methodology as Howard. Eastop (2001), one of 

these contributors, utilises the material evidence in her attempt to interpret the wide 

range of garments discovered within the walls and roof-spaces of domestic buildings, 
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interpreting the garments themselves ï their type, conditions, locations, etc. ï in 

order to shed light on the custom of concealment.  

Similarly, Lloyd et al. (2001), also contributors to Wallis and Lymerôs volume, have 

only a few vague literary references to the apotropaic powers of candles to 

contextualise the flame-shaped burn marks found on late-medieval/early-modern 

domestic timber. They thus employ the material evidence of the burn marks 

themselves in order to ódecodeô the custom. Employing experimental archaeology in 

order to determine how the burn marks were produced, they ascertain what materials 

and conditions would have been required to produce such marks and convincingly 

conclude that they were apotropaic in function. Their study demonstrates the 

successful application of archaeology to the interpretation of enigmatic ï and often 

ignored ï material evidence.   

Hoggard (2004) likewise utilises the material evidence of his broad survey of 

apotropaic devices ï witch-bottles, horse skulls, dried cats, shoes, and so on, which 

are all material manifestations of folkloric practices and beliefs ï in order to argue 

that the employment of counter-witchcraft practices far antedated the witch-trials, 

and that the decline in the fear of magic during the early modern period was slow 

and prolonged. This is a theory which the biased written sources, penned as they 

primarily were by the literate minority, does not attest to, demonstrating how 

invaluable the archaeological evidence is in contextualising such customs.  

However, as invaluable as the material evidence undoubtedly is in elucidating 

folkloric customs, especially where literary sources are absent, there is a risk of over-

interpretation. In less scholarly pieces, archaeological finds have been appropriated 

to substantiate sensationalist claims. In 2008, for example, the remains of birds and 

eggs discovered in a pit in Cornwall were presented as evidence of 17
th
-century 

witchcraft (Ravilious 2008), while in 2011, the discovery of a mummified cat in the 

ruins of a 17
th
-century cottage in Pendle, Lancashire, was the only evidence cited in 

the proposal that the cottage had housed one of the Pendle witches (Anonymous 

2011).  

Although non-academics, as above, are often more likely to over-interpret the 

evidence, academic scholars can be equally guilty of this. Insoll notes that óthe 

interpretation of archaeological material is taken to sometimes far-fetched extremesô 
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(2004: 53), and Brück (2007) warns that ritual interpretations run the risk of 

constituting misinterpretations. Concealed garments, for example, are often 

presented as material evidence of folkloric practices, but in some cases it is clear that 

accidental loss is as likely an explanation as ritual deposition. Items such as caps, 

shirts, doublets, and trousers discovered within the roof-spaces, walls, and beneath 

the floors of buildings may indeed be evidence of foundation sacrifices or 

apotropaism, but more secular explanations should also be considered.  

For example, in her analysis of a cache of concealed garments ï consisting of a 

childôs doublet and cap, an 18
th
-century pocket, five coins, a trade token, and some 

document fragments ï in Abingdon, Oxfordshire, Eastop (discussed above) focuses 

on the childôs doublet and cap in order to speculate that the cache was concealed to 

protect the household against infant deaths or to promote fertility (2001: 80). She 

pays little attention to the less symbolically-charged items ï the trade token and the 

document fragments ï the presence of which suggests that this cache may have been 

concealed for more secular purposes; possibly as memorials or to ensure the 

artefactsô longevity.  

Likewise, Evans, in his doctoral thesis on concealed garments in Australia, lists a 

straw hat, convict shirts, and a sailorôs cap ï all discovered in a variety of domestic 

and public buildings ï as garments which were deliberately concealed for probable 

folkloric purposes (2010: 172). As with Eastopôs cache, however, numerous other 

reasons could have motivated the concealment of these garments: memory, safe-

keeping, or accidental losses. The discovery of two convict shirts in a prison, for 

example, is not necessarily evidence of folkloric practice. 

Gazin-Schwartz warns of such over-interpretation by way of a personal anecdote in 

her doctoral thesis (1999). She recounts how, upon discovering a horseshoe inserted 

into the wall of a ruined 19
th
-century croft house in Skye, she immediately assumed 

folkloric motivations for its deposition, noting both its liminal location and the 

horseshoeôs history as a protective amulet. However, it was later explained to her 

that horseshoes were commonly placed within the walls for the utilitarian purpose of 

supporting the timber posts (1999: 58). In her opinion, however, the risk of over-

interpretation does not outweigh the benefits of fostering a dialogue between 

archaeology and folklore ï so long as folklore is not perceived as factual truth, but as 
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a source which must be carefully interpreted and considered in context. As she wryly 

notes: óArchaeologists, of course, should not have to be told to consider context!ô 

(1999: 36). 

In a later article, Gazin-Schwartz (2001) also warns against dichotomising ritual and 

utilitarian material culture, advocating that archaeologists should consider folklore as 

a phenomenon which pervaded everyday life. She proposes instead a continuum-

based model which challenges the assumption that the anomalous and mysterious 

archaeological find should be attributed to ritual. Her proposed model allows the 

archaeologist to view folklore and óhousehold ritualô (2001: 268) as part of everyday 

life, performed by people who did not adhere to the same ritual/utilitarian distinction 

as modern-day archaeologists. As she concludes: óFolklore offers archaeologists a 

means to recognize the ways in which practical and spiritual aspects of daily life are 

integrated through material cultureô (2001: 278).  

 

12 ï CONCLUSION 

While it has been over a century since folklore and archaeology were conceived as 

going hand-in-hand, it is clear that their mid-19
th
-century divorce was far from final. 

Although only some folklorists choose to draw on the archaeological record in their 

research, and only a handful of archaeologists utilise folklore as a resource, there 

have been enough on either side to maintain a link between the two disciplines over 

the years. That link has evidently been growing stronger since the turn of the 

millennium, with the seminal work of Gazin-Schwartz (1999; 2001; 2011) drawing 

scholarsô attention to the advantageous pairing. 

In 2011, this pairing was re-ignited with the introduction of UCLôs Institute of 

Archaeologyôs óPopular Antiquities: Folklore and Archaeologyô conference, 

subsequent sessions (2012 and 2013) co-organised by The Folklore Society. The two 

original organisers were postgraduate students Tina Paphitis and Martin Locker of 

UCL, and as Paphitis explains, they decided to set up the conference simply because 

of their óinterest in folklore and archaeology; there was no other forum for us to 

explore the subject with others, so we decided to make one ourselvesô (pers. comm. 

11/03/2013).  
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In 2011, 2012, and 2013 scholars from across Europe have delivered papers at this 

conference, clearly demonstrating the widely-felt benefits of utilising both resources 

in scholarly research and in fostering a dialogue between the two disciplines ï a 

dialogue which has been re-ignited simply through the academic interests of a 

handful of individuals. I aim to be one such individual.  

Clearly the two disciplines have not always been paired successfully. The naïve 

assumption that folklore represents survivals of unbroken traditions since prehistory 

characterises much of the earlier scholarship concerned with the folklore of 

archaeology ï and has obviously done little to repair folkloreôs tarnished reputation 

as a valuable resource. The scholarly trend, however, has moved away from 

employing folklore to elucidate much earlier practices and beliefs. It has also 

recently progressed from the simple objective of composing catalogues of sites and 

artefacts with folkloric associations, with various theoretical papers included in the 

volumes of Gazin-Schwartz and Holtorf (1999) and Wallis and Lymer (2001), which 

foster collaboration between archaeology and folklore in order to develop new 

interpretive perspectives. 

My own research into the custom of the contemporary coin-tree will hopefully 

contribute to the fostering of a dialogue between the two disciplines. However, the 

contemporaneity of my case-studies necessitates a different set of questions than 

those faced by previous archaeologists of folklore. In the past, for example, efforts to 

correlate the folkloric evidence with the archaeological record have been misguided 

due to the often significant lengths of time separating the two: early modern folkloric 

beliefs and customs are not unaltered reproductions of prehistoric beliefs and 

customs.  

For the contemporary coin-tree, however, the folklore and the archaeology can be 

considered in unison, for the material evidence of the folkloric custom ï i.e. the coin-

tree ï and the testimony of the participating ófolkô are both current, and an 

examination of both has emphasised the value of employing archaeological methods 

and folkloric sources simultaneously. The material evidence of the coin-trees 

themselves illustrates how the custom has adapted over time, whilst the testimony of 

the participating ófolkô elucidates what the custom ómeansô today. The two methods 

of enquiry evidently complement each other and are, together, well-equipped to 
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tackle a subject which has previously been neglected, for despite the proliferation of 

sources cited in this review, the contemporary coin-tree represents a rather large gap 

in scholarship.  

While numerous works ï both archaeological and folkloric ï detail the ritual uses of 

trees in the British Isles, very few have concerned themselves with contemporary 

examples, and still fewer have focused specifically on coin-trees. As of yet, there has 

been no comprehensive catalogue compiled of coin-trees, let alone any systematic 

academic work offering examination or analysis of this modern-day custom. And 

while there are, admittedly, enough snippets of information circulating both the 

Internet and relatively recent publications to be assured that the custom of the coin-

tree is on peopleôs radar, it has not yet been subject to archaeological analysis or 

ethnographic investigation, and it has certainly not found itself the central focus of a 

multi-disciplinary study.  

By offering such a study, it is hoped that this thesis will rectify an obvious academic 

oversight, in drawing attention both to the benefits of collaboration between 

archaeology and folklore, and to the paucity of studies that focus on contemporary 

rituals and folk-customs in the British Isles. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY  

 

1 ï TERMINOLOGY  

The definition of what constitutes a ócoin-treeô is simple: any wooden structure ï a 

living tree, log, stump, or wooden post ï located outside, into the surface of which 

coins have been inserted. In some cases (for example, the replacement votive trees at 

Fore, the Clonfert tree, and the Glastonbury Thorn), deposits attached to their barks 

and branches are widely varied, from rags and jewellery to dolls and toothbrushes, 

and coins are in the minority. These trees are not classified as coin-trees, but are still 

considered in this thesis for comparative purposes. For a votive tree to constitute a 

coin-tree, therefore, its offerings must be primarily (although not exclusively) coins.  

A term frequently used throughout this thesis is ócoiningô. This is a double entendre, 

referring both to the noun ócoinô, defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as a 

ópiece of moneyô, and to the verb ócoinô, defined as ó[t]o make, devise, produceô 

(OED Online, 2014). The ócoiningô of a coin-tree, therefore, refers to the initial act 

of inserting the first coin into a tree, thus creating a coin-tree. The coining date of a 

coin-tree is subsequently the date a tree first began to be employed as a coin-tree. 

Throughout this thesis, coin-trees are referred to as óactiveô or ódormantô; these terms 

refer to the level of activity surrounding them. An active site is one which contains 

coin-trees still currently being embedded with coins. A dormant site is one which 

initially contained a coin-tree which has since been destroyed or removed, and no 

other tree has yet been adopted as a replacement. I also use the term ócoin fossilô, 

which designates the impression left by a coin in the wood of a tree. 

 

2 ï IDENTIFICATION AND CATALOGUING  

As no previous catalogues of coin-trees have been compiled, my initial task was the 

identification of coin-tree sites. The starting point for this was personal experience; 

having visited Bolton Abbey, Yorkshire, and Dovedale, Derbyshire, on family 

excursions, I was already aware of the coin-trees at these sites (Appendices 2.12 & 

2.18) ï and under the erroneous impression that this custom was confined to the 
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northern counties of England. However, initial research revealed that there was a far 

greater quantity of coin-tree sites than I originally thought, and that they are widely 

dispersed throughout the British Isles.  

At this stage, online resources were invaluable. Inputting the terms ócoin treeô, 

ómoney treeô, and ópenny treeô into search engines proffered a myriad of online 

articles, personal blogs, discussion forums, and image-hosting websites, all referring 

to ï and many curiously querying ï the custom of inserting coins into trees. Utilising 

data collected from these online resources, the locations of numerous coin-trees were 

established.  

Other sites were identified through correspondence with acquaintances: relatives, 

friends, and colleagues who had encountered coin-trees. The Lydford Gorge coin-

trees (Appendix 2.29), for example, were brought to my attention by my academic 

supervisor, Prof. Tim Insoll, having come across them whilst on holiday, and I was 

informed of the Portmeirion coin-tree cluster (Appendix 2.33) by a fellow guest at a 

wedding.  

A larger number of sites, however, were brought to my attention by members of the 

public at other coin-tree sites; one question posed to my interview participants was, 

óAre you aware of any other coin-trees?ô Whilst interviewing a woman at Bolton 

Abbey, for example, her young daughter recalled seeing a coin-tree at Brock Bottom, 

Lancashire; whilst at Dovedale, a man informed me of a similar custom manifesting 

itself near the summit of Snowdon.  

More data was collected through direct correspondence with park rangers and 

wardens, heritage officers, and archaeologists. In March 2012, a query was placed on 

the National Trust email forum, Countryside Chat (courtesy of Simon Nicholas, 

National Trust Warden, Dovedale), requesting that any rangers with information 

concerning coin-trees contact me; I received 17 replies. In May 2012, another 

request was placed in the Institute for Archaeologists bulletin, and more responses 

were received, informing me of further coin-tree sites. As I began to disseminate my 

research, by giving papers at conferences for example, my network of informants 

grew and I received numerous emails from scholars and independent researchers 

countrywide, notifying me of other coin-trees. 
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The coin-tree catalogue currently stands at 34 sites across the British Isles (Appendix 

1.2, Map 1). Of these sites, 31 are active; their coin-trees are still currently being 

coined. Two sites, Ardboe, Co. Tyrone (Appendix 2.8), and Freeholders Wood, 

Yorkshire, are considered dormant for the coin-trees once inhabiting the sites have 

been removed and no structures have, as of yet, been adopted as replacements. 

Additionally, Fore, Co. Westmeath (Appendix 2.20) is not considered an active coin-

tree site because the original coin-tree has been removed and its replacements are 

rag-trees rather than coin-trees, due to coins constituting only a minority of the 

deposits.  

The catalogue does not claim to be complete. Its compilation has been an ongoing 

project and it is likely that there are other sites which remain unrecorded or were 

identified too late. Time and funding restraints necessitated a cut-off point; I was 

unable to conduct fieldwork at any coin-tree sites which were brought to my 

attention after January 2013, and thus they are not included in this catalogue. I shall, 

however, continue to update a separate catalogue, appending new records and 

maintaining what will undoubtedly prove to be a growing compendium. As long as 

new coin-trees continue to be coined, the catalogue can never claim to be complete.  

In order to contextualise the catalogued 34 coin-tree sites, various sources were 

utilised. A small number of publications provided information of varying detail and 

accuracy regarding individual coin-trees, occasionally proffering an invaluable 

photograph or a specific date (see Chapter 2). Direct correspondence with the 

custodians of the coin-trees, however, proved far more fruitful. Every ranger, 

warden, tourist manager, heritage officer, and private land-owner I came into contact 

with (38 in total) was sent a basic questionnaire, requesting information concerning 

the coin-trees in their care: exact locations, histories, and current conditions. I 

received 20 responses and, through their answers, I was often able to establish 

relatively accurate coining dates for the trees, as well as to attain an insight into how 

these structures are perceived, presented, and managed by their custodians. 

The primary method of data collection, however, was the undertaking of fieldwork at 

each of the 33 coin-tree sites (no fieldwork was conducted at Freeholders Wood, 

Yorkshire, as no remains of the coin-tree have been preserved at the site and no 
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replacement tree has been adopted). This fieldwork had two main objectives: the 

gathering of empirical data and the collection of ethnographic evidence. 

 

3 ï THE EMPIRICAL DATA: LOCATING THE COIN -TREES 

The empirical data is proffered by the physical structures of the coin-trees 

themselves. Having acquired permission from the coin-tree custodians, fieldwork 

was undertaken at each site to gather this data. This fieldwork was non-intrusive. 

The structures could not be compromised, which meant that neither wood nor coins 

could be removed; I could not, for example, return to university with a sample for 

later analysis. Additionally, in many cases, time and funding restraints prevented 

multiple trips to a site; all of the empirical data required, therefore, needed to be 

collected on-site and often in the space of one or two days.  

With a few exceptions ï such as at Brock Bottom, Lancashire; Marbury, Cheshire; 

and Isle Maree, Wester Ross, where I was accompanied to the coin-trees by rangers 

ï my initial task at each site was to locate the structures. The primary coin-trees were 

often easily found. In most cases, I was armed with a map or description of their 

locations from their custodians; in other cases, they were positioned along an areaôs 

main footpath and difficult to overlook. 

Once at the primary coin-tree, the next task was to establish their distribution. In all 

but nine active coin-tree sites (the exceptions being Leigh Woods, Bristol; Corfe 

Castle, Dorset; Loxley, Yorkshire; Claife Station, Cumbria; Brock Bottom, 

Lancashire; Arnside Knott, Lancashire; Cragside, Northumberland; Ardmaddy, 

Argyll; and Clonenagh, Co. Laois), the primary coin-trees were accompanied by 

others, their numbers ranging from one more (at Marbury, Cheshire; and Snowdon, 

Gwynedd) to 28 more (Ingleton, Yorkshire) (Appendix 2.1). Throughout this thesis, 

the 34 coin-tree sites are referred to by their locations. For example, the coin-trees at 

Aira Force, Cumbria, are identified as the Aira Force coin-trees. In the catalogue, 

their labels are often abbreviated (Aira Force = AF) (Appendix 2.1), and a number is 

assigned to each individual coin-tree. 

It cannot be claimed that the quantities of coin-trees at each site are unequivocally 

accurate. In less wooded environments, such as at Arnside Knott, Ardmaddy, and 
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Clonenagh, establishing the number of coin-trees was a simple task. However, the 

majority of sites are densely forested, and close scrutiny of every tree within a wide 

area surrounding the coin-trees would have proven an impractical endeavour. 

Instead, each tree within close proximity to a primary coin-tree was examined for 

coins, as was every tree situated immediately beside main footpaths. Due to the 

nature of this custom ï with the majority of participants having come across a coin-

tree by chance ï it is unlikely that any heavily-coined trees are located far from a 

well-trodden footpath.  

Additionally, the active nature of these sites and the process of dissemination render 

it impossible to make any absolute assertions about quantities; there may have been 

22 coin-trees at Tarn Hows (Appendix 2.38) on the day I conducted fieldwork at the 

site in June 2012, but it is likely that this number will have grown since then. This is 

evidenced at Hardcastle Crags, Yorkshire (Appendix 2.23), fieldwork for which was 

conducted on two separate days.  

Having visited the site on 31/03/2012, I catalogued five coin-trees. One coin-tree 

(HC4) was a log, situated beside a large beech (Fagus), the trunk of which I 

carefully examined for coins ï and found none. Returning to the site on 09/04/2012 

in order to gather ethnographic data, I gave this beech tree a cursory glance and 

discovered two coins (a 50p and a £1) easily noticeable within the bark. Within the 

space of a mere nine days, therefore, the quantity of coin-trees at Hardcastle Crags 

had risen from five to six. Likewise at Malham (Appendix 2.30), in the time between 

my first visit (03/03/2012) and my second (23/09/2012), six wooden posts had 

become embedded with coins, increasing the quantity of coin-trees from 17 to 23. 

The figures cited for quantities in this thesis, therefore, can only claim to be as 

accurate as possible on the date of fieldwork. 

 

4 ï THE EMPIRICAL DATA: PRODUCING A PLAN  

Once the number of coin-trees had been established at a site, the next task was to 

gather the empirical data required for the production of an accurate plan. This data is 

presented in Appendices 2-3. At each coin-tree cluster, the grid reference, latitude 

and longitude, and elevation were recorded, and where relevant, the orientations of 
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coin-tree logs were noted. The height/length and diameter of the coin-trees were 

measured in centimetres, as were their distances and directions from nearby 

footpaths, significant landscape features, and each other. This data was later 

translated into plans of the sites, produced using Digimap and Adobe Illustrator. 

Four plans were produced for each site: one to demonstrate their locations in relation 

to each other and to landscape features; another to demonstrate their locations in 

relation to sites and monuments within 500 square metres; and two, accompanied by 

colour-coordinated legends, to illustrate coin volume in each coin-tree and type of 

coin-tree, i.e. log, stump, living tree. These plans are complemented by a 

photographic record of the coin-trees. 

 

5 ï THE EMPIRICAL DATA: CONDITIONS OF THE COIN -TREES 

During fieldwork the condition of each individual coin-tree was noted. The 

terminology for these conditions ï together with quantities of coin-trees in such 

conditions ï is outlined in Appendix 2.2. For each of the coin-tree case-studies, I 

have assigned a level of decay. As Woodall and Nagel write, decay class óis a 

subjective determination of the amount of decay present in an individual log. Decay 

class one is the least decayed (freshly fallen log), while decay class five is an 

extremely decayed log typically consisting of a pile of brown, cubicle rotô (2006: 

117). Using the table in Appendix 2.3, based on guidelines given by the British 

Columbian Ministry of Natural Resource Operations (Anonymous nd.), I have 

assigned a decay class to each individual coin-tree through visual assessment.  

For each coin-tree an attempt has been made to identify the tree species, using the 

guides of Mitchell (1974) and Oldham (2003). This was easier for living trees, but 

still possible for logs and stumps if their bark was intact. For those coin-trees of a 

higher decay class, however, the identification of their species proved far more 

difficult. For these trees, a hierarchy of species identification was followed, as 

recommended by Woodall and Nagel (2006: 117): species; species group; hardwood 

or softwood; and, finally, unknown. 
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6 ï THE EMPIRICAL DATA: CATALOGUING COINS  

Once the locations and conditions of the trees had been recorded, attention was 

transferred to the coins themselves. The first task was to ascertain quantity. For the 

more sparsely coined coin-trees, this was a simple matter of counting on site. 

However, this method would have proven impractical for the denser coin-trees (e.g. 

AF1, with over 26,000 coins, and IG3, with at least 48,000). In these cases, for 

greater accuracy, a stringed-grid was spread across the surface of the coin-trees and 

digital photographs were taken of each 10x10cm grid-section (Fig. 10). Once these 

photographs had been uploaded onto a computer, the quantities of coins in each grid-

square could be counted. 

As with the quantities of coin-trees at each site, these figures cannot claim complete 

accuracy. It is possible that some coins were overlooked and it is even more likely 

that the quantities have risen since the dates of fieldwork. Again the Hardcastle 

Crags case-study (Appendix 2.23) testifies to this; in the nine-day interval between 

my first visit to the site and my second, at least eight coins had been added to the 

coin-trees. Five of these had been inserted into the stump of HC6, adding to the 19 

coins and 35 nails which had previously been inserted (Figs. 11-12). The quantities 

of coins cited in this thesis, therefore, are intended to demonstrate the minimum 

amount of coins embedded on the date of fieldwork.  

Once the quantity of coins had been noted, the next task was to identify their 

denominations, in order to ascertain if there were any notable patterns in the 

depositorsô selections (Appendix 3.1). This was accomplished through a visual 

assessment of their various colours, sizes, rims, and edges. Again, for the densely-

coined trees, the grid-squared photographs were resorted to for this task. Foreign 

currency (Appendix 3.3) was either identified on site or photographed and identified 

at a later date. Coins which were too deeply inserted or badly damaged/corroded to 

identify were recorded as óunknownô.  

Where possible, years of mint were recorded (Appendix 3.2). Issue years could only 

be ascertained for a minority of coins, dependent upon how deeply and at what angle 

they were embedded, and how heavily clustered they were. In the right conditions, 

the year of mint would be visible; in other cases, the terminus post quem or terminus 

ante quem could be ascertained through their designs. For example, one design-
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aspect utilised for this purpose was the word óNEWô, which was incorporated into 

the reverse designs on one penny and two pence pieces from 1971 until 1982 (Fig. 

13). Another design-aspect which indicates time period is Queen Elizabeth IIôs 

portrait, which has been altered four times since its first introduction on coinage in 

1953; simply put, the younger Queen Elizabeth II looks, the older the coin is (Fig. 

14). 

An extensive redesign of British coins in 2008 offers another useful dating aid. This 

redesign saw the removal of the crowned portcullis from one penny pieces, the 

coronet and plumes of ostrich feathers from two pence pieces, the crowned thistle 

from five pence pieces, the crowned lion from 10 pence pieces, and the crowned 

Tudor rose from 20 pence pieces. The presence of these designs, therefore, indicates 

that the coins bearing them were issued before 2008 (Fig. 15). The design introduced 

to replace these was the Royal Arms, divided into sections with each denomination 

depicting one fragment (Fig. 16); a coin bearing a section of the Royal Arms would 

therefore have been issued in 2008 or after (Royal Mint, nd.).  

Coins of higher denominations (50p, £1, £2) also proved useful for dating, as they 

are often issued as commemorative coins and their reverse designs are altered 

frequently. For example, a 50 pence piece inserted into BA5 depicted a pattern of 

radiating lines accompanied by the words óFIFTIETH ANNIVERSARYô and the 

initials óNHSô on the outer border (Fig. 17). Utilising this information, I was able to 

identify the coin as a 50 pence piece issued in 1998 to commemorate the 50
th
 

anniversary of the National Health Service (Royal Mint, nd.).   

See figure 18 for illustrative purposes. It depicts nine coins inserted into the Brock 

Bottom coin-tree, labelled 1-9. Only coins 1 and 7 proffer no information for dating. 

The remaining coins are all clearly post-decimalisation, issued (and therefore 

inserted) after 1971. The issue-dates of coins 4, 5, and 8 are legible: 1998, 2007, and 

1976. The crowned portcullis is depicted on coin 9, indicating that it was issued prior 

to 2008, while coins 3 and 6, patterned with the coronet and plumes of ostrich 

feathers, reveal the same. Coin 2, on the other hand, bears a section of the Royal 

Arms, signifying that it was issued in 2008 or after. Data such as this was recorded 

for coins in each coin-tree in order to estimate an approximate deposition time-

frame. 
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However, even the dates that are visible do not necessarily provide accurate starting 

points for each treeôs ritual life-span. A coin may have been minted in 1971, but that 

certainly does not indicate that it was inserted in 1971; there are coins in my purse at 

present, for instance, which were minted in 1979 and 1984. It is difficult, therefore, 

to use only the empirical data as testimony to the ritualôs terminus post quem. 

However, the testimony of the coins can certainly reveal whether the coin-tree was in 

ritual use prior to 1971, through the presence (or absence) of pre-decimalisation 

coins. The coins are also able to reveal how recently the coin-tree has been in ritual 

use; a coin minted in 2011 cannot have been inserted prior to 2011.  

It must be considered, however, that, as Collis points out in his work on the 

archaeological analysis of deposited coins, some issues are more common than 

others. Although earlier coins will still be in circulation, they will be rarer due to loss 

or withdrawal of certain issues, while the coins most recently minted will also be 

rare, due to having been in circulation for less time (1974: 194). Additionally, the 

quantities of coins issued annually vary greatly, as is evidenced by Appendix 3.6, 

which illustrates the total number of Great British coins issued each year, from 1968 

to 2011.  

I have not, therefore, made any broad assumptions based on the patterning of years 

of mint. The year 2000, for example, is the most common (or mean average) year of 

issue for coins at 11 coin-tree sites (AK, BA, CR, DD, FG, IG, LX, LG, MH, PG, 

PM), but this does not necessarily indicate that the custom of deposition was 

particularly popular during the year 2000. Instead, it may simply signify that there is 

a particularly high quantity of coins which were issued in 2000 in circulation, as 

Appendix 3.6 demonstrates. Careful consideration was therefore employed in the 

utilisation of coins as aids for dating. 

The arrangements of the coins within the trees were also recorded; whether they 

were in a random configuration or whether their distribution was more patterned: 

radial, annular, longitudinal, diagonal, or wave-like (Figs. 19-25). It was also noted 

whether this distribution patterning was incidental ï for example, the coins were 

arranged longitudinally because they had been inserted into a pre-existing fissure ï 

or if the pattern was a result of imitative aesthetics. The conditions of the coins were 

also noted, the terminology employed outlined in Appendix 3.4. 
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Non-coin deposits were also recorded and photographed: rags, metal plates, tokens, 

nails, drawing pins, jewellery, etc. Graffiti, either on the coin-tree or on surrounding 

trees, was noted and photographed. Possible tools of percussion were also sought at 

each site. Any rocks of significant size ï but light enough to be lifted ï within close 

proximity to a coin-tree were examined for any signs of abrasion; if signs were 

discovered, the rock would be designated a possible tool of percussion. It would be 

measured, photographed, the level of abrasion noted, and the type of rock identified. 

It would then be returned to its original location. 

 

7 ï THE EXCAVATION DATA: ARDMADDY  

As demonstrated by the literature review, although there are few literary sources 

referring to coin-tree sites, it is usually possible to determine an approximate time-

frame of deposition. For older coin-trees in particular, there are brief references in 

the works of antiquarians or in local newspaper articles which can contribute to an 

establishment of the chronology of the sites. Regardless of how vague these 

references are they can indicate an approximate age of the coin-tree. If there is no 

literature proffering such details, ethnographic data (see below) usually proves a 

reliable dating source, and often this data and the information gleaned from the 

literature are in relative agreement with what the empirical evidence suggests. 

However, there is one coin-tree site which defies this trend: Ardmaddy, Argyll 

(Appendices 2.9 & 5).  

The primary Ardmaddy coin-tree (Fig. 9), a dead hawthorn (Crataegus monogyna), 

is located half a mile south of Ardmaddy Castle, in a pass known as Bealach na 

Gaoithe: the ópass of the windsô. It is uprooted and lies prone within a wooden 

enclosure, 1.2m east of a rough track. The enclosure was erected during the 1990s, 

following the treeôs fall, and is designed to deter livestock rather than people; on the 

enclosureôs eastern side there is a stile providing access. 

As explored in the literature review, Rodger et al.ôs Heritage Trees of Scotland 

claims that this tree óis encrusted with coins that have been pressed into the thin bark 

by generations of superstitious travellers over the centuriesô (2003: 25, emphases 

added). However, Rodger et al. reference no sources, providing no insight into how 
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they came to the conclusion that this coin-tree is ócenturiesô old. MacDonaldôs 1983 

hikerôs guide, Walking in South Lorn, makes a similarly vague reference to the coin-

treeôs antiquity, stating that it is óof considerable ageô (1983: 9). Likewise, 

MacDonald offers no further information on how she has determined its maturity, 

and, despite both claims that the Ardmaddy coin-tree is of significant age, 

MacDonald is the earliest identified source which refers to the site.  

MacDonaldôs description of the coin-tree and the ótraditionalô practice of coin-

insertion suggest that this custom was well-established at the time she was writing in 

the 1980s. Another source proves that the custom was earlier: an Ordnance Survey 

map from the 1970s pinpoints the coin-treeôs location and labels it óWishing Treeô, 

while the coin-treeôs custodian, Charles Struthers of Ardmaddy Estate, believes that 

the custom may date to the 1920/30s: óWhen I was a boy here in the 50s the tree was 

prolific and could well have been 20-30 years old thenô (pers. comm. 21/12/2011).  

However, although these sources testify to the coin-treeôs relatively early 

establishment, they do not prove that it is ócenturiesô old. In fact, the empirical data 

gathered at the site in September 2012 (Appendix 2.9) does not indicate that the 

custom pre-dates the 1950s. The earliest datable coin inserted into the Ardmaddy 

coin-tree was a 1958 shilling. Seven coins were dated to the 1960s; nine to the 

1970s; and the figures increased exponentially from the 1980s, peaking in the 2000s. 

This was not concurrent with what little ethnographic data I was able to obtain. 

Ethnographic data was sought from local residents. However, following three visits 

to historical societies and centres in Argyll , it quickly became apparent that the 

majority of these groups have not resided in the area for long, most having relocated 

there since retirement, and so they could offer little testimony to the age of this coin-

tree. Only two local residents had been in the area for a substantial amount of time, 

and they claimed that the custom has been practised at that site since at least the 

1920s. This coincides with Charles Strutherôs testimony: that the custom had been 

óprolificô in the 1950s. However, only one coin had been identified from that decade 

and none earlier. The empirical data implied, conversely, that the custom had not 

gained popularity until the late 20
th
 century.   
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This disparity between the empirical data and the meagre literary and ethnographic 

sources I was able to obtain led to the decision to employ a different method of 

investigation at this particular site. The fragile, fragmented condition of the tree, 

together with the high winds it is often subjected to, could have resulted in a high 

volume of coins becoming dislodged and falling to the ground, where natural 

processes would have buried them over time. It was therefore decided that a small-

scale excavation of the site may uncover coins and subsequently yield more accurate 

information on the length of time the coin-tree custom has been observed at this 

particular site.  

Funding was obtained from the Heritage Lottery Fund, the Society of Post-Medieval 

Archaeology, and the Catherine Mackichan Trust, and from 30/08/2013 to 

05/09/2013 a small team of archaeologists from the University of Manchester 

investigated six test pits in close proximity to the tree, ranging in size from 1.5x0.5m 

to 0.8x0.8m. A total of 703 small finds were recovered and recorded. The 

methodology employed on site is outlined below. 

A site survey was made employing a Leica TC407, surveying the location of the 

Ardmaddy coin-tree, any significant loose branches, the wooden enclosure, and the 

track. Photographs were taken of the coin-tree and the wider landscape. The area 

within the enclosure and an area of 1m wide outside the enclosure were metal 

detected employing a C-Scope 990XD. Areas which produced high detection levels 

were marked and surveyed. 

The locations of test pits were decided based on three criteria: high concentration of 

metal detected óhot spotsô, close proximity to the coin-tree, whilst simultaneously 

considering their safety and practicality in relation to the tree and the enclosure. 

Areas were also chosen so as to ensure minimal disturbance to the coin-tree and any 

significantly-sized loose branches; consequently, the sizes and shapes of the test pits 

were irregular. Six test pits were chosen: five within the fence and, for comparative 

purposes, one outside. The corners of each test pit were surveyed. 

The top of each test pit was metal detected and any identified óhot spotsô were 

fingertip searched. Any finds on the surface were 3D recorded and labelled, listing 

the site code (AWT13), the test pit number, and an assigned small finds number (x1, 
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x2, x3é). The test pits were then de-turfed; the reverse of the turf was metal 

detected and fingertip searched, and any finds were labelled with a test pit and 

context number but not 3D recorded. Context numbers were assigned in the order 

spits were uncovered amongst all test pits. 

The first 10cm spit of each pit was excavated by hand, employing the use of trowels. 

All finds were 3D recorded at the bottom of each spit. The spits were recorded, 

photographed, and drawn, and excavation and recording were repeated for the next 

10cm spits. The excavation of each test pit continued until a spit was reached which 

produced no finds; the pit would then be backfilled and re-turfed by hand. 

Each find encountered was assigned a small-finds number in the field using a paper 

record which was later transferred to a digital EXCEL spreadsheet (Appendix 5.13). 

All artefacts were stored appropriately according to their type and condition, as 

recommended in Watkinson (1987) and by conservators at Manchester Museum, and 

then returned to the University of Manchester, where they were cleaned, weighed, 

measured, and photographed to provide a visual record. The details of the artefacts 

were later added to the spreadsheet: their denominations, years of issue, and their 

conditions, which included noting whether they showed signs of damage through 

percussion and assigning them a corrosion level of 1-4. 

The results of the Ardmaddy excavation are discussed in greater detail in Chapter 7. 

 

8 ï THE ETHNOGRAPHIC DATA: OBSERVATION  

In order to gain an understanding of how members of the public engage with and 

perceive coin-trees, my approach was primarily ethnographic. In this case, Vickeryôs 

advice was followed: to ócollect fresh, living, and lively material from the true 

authorities ï the ófolkô themselvesô (1995, vii).  

Two methods were employed: observation and interviewing. I conducted my 

fieldwork at optimal times for visitorsô numbers: I visited the coin-trees of Cumbria 

during the Spring Bank Holiday and the Queenôs Diamond Jubilee (2012); Padley 

Gorge on Boxing Day (2012); South-West England during Easter (2013), and the 

other sites either on weekends or during school holidays. While weather in the 
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British Isles is notoriously unpredictable, where possible I aimed to conduct 

fieldwork on dry days in order to further maximise visitorsô numbers. 

For each site, I stood or sat to one side of the primary coin-tree and dedicated one 

hour to observing the quantities of people: A) passing the coin-tree without 

acknowledging it; B) stopping to look at/photograph the coin-tree; C) stopping to 

insert a coin. The overall quantities of visitors are not intended to be representative 

of the average traffic each site receives on a daily basis; factors such as weather, 

season, and day of the week cause great variance in such figures. However, the 

percentages of visitors stopping to examine the coin-trees or to insert coins 

themselves are intended to provide a relatively typical model. The results of my 

observations are presented in Appendix 4.2. 

The number of people who took notice of the coin-trees (by commenting, examining, 

or inserting a coin) varied considerably at different sites, from 94% at Ingleton and 

79% at Portmeirion, to 0% at Rydal and Claife Station. A number of factors may 

have contributed to these variations. The quantity of coins already inserted may have 

been one such factor. The primary coin-trees of Ingleton, Bolton Abbey, Tarn Hows, 

and Aira Force were by far the most densely coined, and they were also the trees 

which received the most attention. The coin-tree of Claife Station (Appendix 2.14), 

however, contained only two coins and received no attention. 

The size and visibility of the coin-trees may have been another contributing factor, 

which would explain why the primary coin-tree at Ingleton (Fig. 26) received such a 

high proportion of attention, with 94% of passers-by stopping to 

examine/photograph it or to insert coins themselves. This coin-tree is both the largest 

recorded physically and in coin density, and it stretches obtrusively out across the 

main path of the Ingleton Waterfalls Trail in a large arch, making it quite impossible 

to miss. 

The height of the coin-trees is certainly a contributing factor, as is evidenced when 

contrasting the two case-studies of Grizedale (Appendix 2.22) and Portmeirion 

(Appendix 2.33). Despite the relatively large number of coin-trees at Grizedale (5) 

and the relatively high quantity of coins (GZ3 contained 1590), only 22% of the 

people passing appeared to notice them, which could have been the result of the 

coin-treesô low heights (Fig. 27). In contrast, the primary coin-tree of Portmeirion 
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(PM4) contained a similar quantity of coins (2044), and yet 79% of passers-by took 

notice of the primary cluster (Figs. 28-29). This may be due to the high level of 

visibility of these trees, one of which is a stump raised up on the bank directly beside 

the path, causing it to sit at eye level, and the other is a large stump stretching out 

across the path itself.   

Weather may have been an additional factor. It was relatively cold and overcast on 

the day I conducted fieldwork at Grizedale, which may have reduced the walkersô 

inclination to stop and examine the trees. In contrast, it was warm, dry, and bright at 

Portmeirion, and visitors seemed much more inclined to stop and examine any 

interesting sites they came across. 

 

9 ï THE ETHNOGRAPHIC DATA: INTERVIEWING  

Following my hour of observation, I began to approach members of the public to 

request interviews. I approached only those who had stopped to examine the coin-

tree, to photograph it, or to insert a coin. Having explained my research aims, 

informed consent was sought from each participant and, although I used a set of 

questions as a guide (see Appendix 4.1), interviews were often unstructured, 

consisting of informal conversation. Recording participantsô responses in a notebook 

was considered less obtrusive than using audio equipment, and so during and 

immediately after each interview I noted down peopleôs responses, quoting certain 

interesting phrases verbatim. These interactions were later typed up as accurately as 

possible.  

For each interview participant I noted their gender, the size of their group, and 

estimated their age. I enquired about their ethnicity, which all participants appeared 

happy to answer, and where they were from, in order to establish how far people had 

travelled to the site. I also asked if they had ever seen/heard of other coin-trees. If the 

participant had inserted a coin into the tree I asked them why. I queried if they knew 

what species of tree the coin-tree was, to ascertain if species was relevant to the 

participants, and I also asked what coin they had inserted, why they had chosen that 

particular coin, and how they had inserted it. If the participant had not inserted a 

coin, I asked why they believed others had done so.  
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Of the people I approached for interviews nobody declined to answer my questions. 

Some people, in fact, approached me in order to enquire about the custom ï I was 

apparently deemed an authority on the subject with my clipboard, measuring tape, 

and ranging rod. Throughout the interviews, people exhibited much curiosity about 

my project, enquiring about my university, subject area, methodology, and the topic 

of my thesis. Often the participants asked as many questions as they answered and 

many seemed rather disappointed when I could not give them a definitive answer as 

to the purpose of the coin-trees.  

I initially aimed to interview 10 individuals/groups at each coin-tree site. However, 

the variations in the amount of attention different coin-trees received naturally 

affected the number of people I could approach for interviews. Subsequently the 

quantities of interviews conducted varied greatly from site to site (Appendix 4.3); for 

example, 20 interviews or more were conducted at the more popular sites of 

Ingleton, Tarn Hows, Aira Force, and Portmeirion, while no interviews (bar those 

with the sitesô custodians) were conducted at sites which received no public 

attention, such as at Cragside, Rydal, Loxley, Claife Station, Arnside Knott, 

Marbury, Fore, and Clonenagh. In total, I conducted 219 interviews. 

 

10 ï THE ETHNOGRAPHIC DATA: THE INTERNET  

As detailed in Chapter 2 and above, online blogs and forum threads provided 

information about the locations of coin-trees; they also communicated a sense of 

how these online communities were perceiving and presenting the coin-trees, data 

which I refer to throughout this thesis. The analysis of personal opinions expressed 

by members of the public raises the issue of ethics; when those members of the 

public are expressing their opinions on publically-accessible websites, however, 

ethics become more ambiguous. Miller (2012) notes that the Internet offers a 

veritable ótreasure troveô of ethnographic data. However, she also remarks on the 

ómuddy ethical fieldô of Internet research (2012: 228), considering what protections 

are necessary, whether consent should be obtained and how, and noting the 

ambiguity between private and public space online. These factors lead her to 

question whether the Internet is a suitable forum for academic research into human 

subjects.  
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However, as the Association of Internet Researchers stress, órather than one-size-fits-

all pronouncements, ethical decision-making [in Internet research] is best 

approached through the application of practical judgment attentive to the specific 

contextô (Markham and Buchanan 2012: 4). The contexts of the forums and blogs 

referred to in this thesis do not, in my opinion, necessitate a great deal of ethical 

delicacy. They are all publically accessible, with none requiring online membership, 

and the contributors do not appear to view the subject-matter as sensitive. However, 

due to the nature of discussion forums ï with many contributors using aliases, and 

with many discussion threads having ótimed outô due to inactivity ï I shall refer to 

these online contributors anonymously.  
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CHAPTER 4: óREADING SUPERSTITION BACKWARDSô 

 

 

 

It is a warm and sunny Saturday during the Easter holidays and Portmeirion Village 

is brimming with visitors. The majority are clustered within the village itself, 

admiring the architecture and perusing the gift shops, but many are exploring the 

surrounding woodland trails. The main footpath leads north from the Hotel 

Portmeirion, and it is less than five minutesô walk from here that visitors come 

across the primary cluster of coin-trees. This cluster consists of a sparsely-coined 

living tree and three densely-coined stumps.  

I have been conducting fieldwork at this cluster for one hour and have witnessed 

many visitors examining the coin-trees or inserting their own coins. The stumps are 

particularly conspicuous, located directly beside the path and, because of the 

sunshine, many of the coins are lustrous and eye-catching. However, it is my 

presence that attracts the notice of one particular group. This group comprises of a 

couple in their 60s, from Cambridge, and their son in his 40s, who introduces 

Coin-trees on Isle Maree, Wester Ross (Photograph by author) 
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himself as Peter. They notice that I have draped the primary coin-tree with the 

stringed net used as an aid for counting the coins, and approach to enquire about 

the coin-tree. 

Peter confidently assumes that the coin-tree was created by Sir Clough Williams-

Ellis, the architect who designed Portmeirion. He does not believe that the coin-tree 

is a contemporary structure ï óit must be decades oldô, he opines ï nor does he 

believe that the coins have been inserted by different depositors; óHave you ever 

actually seen anyone inserting a coin?ô he asks me doubtfully. When I assure him 

that less than five minutes before his arrival I had witnessed a family contribute their 

own coins, he appears taken aback. His parents move further along the path to 

examine the other coin-trees, but Peter, clearly intrigued, remains with me to 

continue our discussion. 

He seems particularly interested in the history of coin-trees and what he terms the 

ócontinuation of folkloreô. óSites in London are used like that all the time,ô he 

informs me, ósacred places carry on being used but theyôre used for different 

reasonsô. He compares this process to the revival of the coin-tree custom, which he 

describes as the ócontinuation of an old customô. When I ask him why he believes 

people participate in this custom, he is now confident in his answer: óItôs in our DNA 

to do things like this, to carry them on. Like throwing coins into a fountain; 

something we may not really believe in anymore but we do it just because weôve 

always done it.ô 

 

PART 1: THE HISTORICAL COIN -TREE 

1 ï INTRODUCTION  

óThere is no legend or story associated with our coin treesô, asserts Moira Smith, 

Visitor Manager of the Bolton Abbey Estate. óThe first tree was started about 15 to 

20 years ago. The tree had fallen across the path and as is our policy the foresters 

moved it to the side of the path, made it safe, and left it there to naturally break 

down. While doing this the forester found a coin on the floor. He simply picked this 

up and pushed the coin into the trunk. The rest is history as they sayô (pers. comm. 

10/02/2012). And thus the primary Bolton Abbey coin-tree was coined. 
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25 miles away, another coin-tree was created when, according to an article on the 

Northern Earth website, a woman at Hardcastle Crags óconfessed that sheôd pushed 

two coins into aésawn-up trunk by the riverside there, while wishing for a job as a 

dental nurse ï and got the job. She now calls it the Wishing Treeô (Billingsley 2005). 

While nearly 400 miles north of both of these examples, a local business owner in 

Rosemarkie, the Black Isle, attests that the coin-trees of Fairy Glen (Appendix 2.19) 

were originally coined in the early 2000s when óa couple of local boys ï sons of 

friends ï just decided to knock a few coins into a treeô (per. comm. 04/09/2012).  

While these three sources do not explicitly state that their respective coin-trees were 

the first trees to have been created, all three imply a sense of isolation in the 

emergence of this custom. They suggest that the forester at Bolton Abbey, the dental 

nurse at Hardcastle Crags, and the local boys at Fairy Glen acted spontaneously, and 

in each case the coin-treeôs creation is almost presented as an unprecedented 

incident; they each emerged out of the blue. 

However, as all scholars of culture will know, nothing emerges óout of the blueô; 

customs do not simply spring forth from a vacuum. But, if not from a vacuum, then 

where did the rather bewildering custom of inserting coins into the bark of felled 

trees spring from? The aim of this chapter is to address this question, and it will be 

divided into two sections focusing respectively on the historical emergence of this 

custom and its contemporary renaissance. 

This is certainly not the first attempt made to unravel an obscure practice or, to use 

Jones and Pennickôs term, an óundeciphered traditionô (1995: 110). Schama writes of 

how the ócurious excavator of traditions stumbles over something protruding above 

the surface of the commonplaces of contemporary life. He scratches away, 

discovering bits and pieces of a cultural design that seems to elude coherent 

reconstructionô (1996: 16, emphases added). Hartland likewise notes that some 

customs: 

seem such odd, senseless practices that, until one has learned that most 

human practices, however odd and senseless they appear, have their 

reasons and are not mere caprices, it is not easy to suppose they ever 

had a reasonable basis. And even when one is assured that there is an 

underlying reason, the question, What is that reason? has been found a 

very perplexing one (1893: 451) 
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Regardless of how óperplexingô the coin-tree custom may appear, therefore, it is not 

a ósenselessô or isolated practice, nor is it a ómere capriceô. However, when faced 

with such seemingly undecipherable customs, it is difficult to know where to begin 

in order to unravel their origins. Archbishop Whately, writing in the 19
th
 century, 

offers his solution to the problem: óalmost every system of superstition, in order to 

be rightly understood, should be (if I may so speak) read backwardsô (1860: 196). He 

advises the investigator to cast their gaze rearward, to trace a custom back 

chronologically; to read the ósuperstitionô backwards.  

As explained in Chapter 3, the first coin-tree sites I became aware of were Bolton 

Abbey and Dovedale, and for the first few weeks of research I was under the 

erroneous impression that, whilst these were not the only sites in the British Isles, 

they were probably the earliest. I did not believe, therefore, that reading the 

ósuperstitionô backwards would require casting my gaze back too far. As the 

following case-studies will demonstrate, I was mistaken. 

 

2 ï CASE-STUDY: ISLE MARE E, SCOTLAND 

Stretching for 12 miles in a north-westerly direction, Loch Maree is the fourth largest 

fresh-water loch in Scotland and accommodates more than sixty islands. One of 

these islands shares its name with the loch. Situated 250m from the northern shore, 

Isle Maree is of triangular shape, measuring roughly 200m by 170m, and although it 

is one of the lochôs smaller islands, it is considered the ómost interestingô (Dixon 

1886: 150) and the ómost historicô (Macrow 1953: 85).  

The local traditions surrounding Isle Maree are many and varied (Mitchell 1863: 

253) ï far too many to detail here. Indeed, in the work of Ratcliffe Barnett, penned in 

1930, there is a rather poetic and whimsical description of the island, more akin to 

the works of Tolkien or C. S. Lewis than to that of an antiquarian: óThere, in a little 

clearing of the wood, we found what we had come to see ï the stones of the Dead 

Lovers, the site of the Hermitôs Cell, the Well of Magic Waters, and the Dead Treeô 

(1930: 112). While it is the óDead Treeô (Figs. 6-8) that specifically concerns me, 

attention must first be given to the óWell of Magic Watersô.  
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This well was under the sacred custodianship of Saint Maelrubha, also known as 

Maree (673-722), the patron saint of the district (Mitchell 1863: 254-255). Pennant 

writes that Isle Maree was his ófavoured isleô (1775: 330), and he is said to have 

consecrated a well there, which stood in Isle Mareeôs south-western corner and was 

widely believed to cure lunacy. Rituals surrounding this holy well are well 

documented (Pennant 1775: 330; Reeves 1857-60: 288-289; Mitchell 1863: 251-262; 

Dixon 1886: 151; Godden 1893: 500-501; Muddock 1898: 437-438; Barnett 1930: 

113; Duff 1968: 332; Hamilton 1981: 101; Donoho 2014), and are described 

(although probably exaggerated) in local Presbytery records and the New Statistical 

Account of Scotland (14.2.92, cited by Mitchell 1863; Dixon 1886). The earliest of 

such records is from 1656 (Mitchell 1863: 251; Godden 1893: 500), and it appears 

that it was last resorted to for the cure of insanity in the 1850s (Dixon 1886: 151; 

Godden 1893: 500), following an act of desecration ï a farmer lowering his dog into 

the well, hoping to cure the animal of madness ï which was, according to Dixon, 

believed to have ódriven virtueéfrom the wellô (1886: 157). Subsequently, by the 

time Mitchell visited Isle Maree in 1863 the well was dry (1863: 262). 

By the 1950s, when the island was visited by travel writer Macrow, she remarked on 

how difficult it was to determine the site of this well (1953: 88), and today no trace 

of it remains. However, it is possible to determine where it once stood judging by the 

location of Ratcliffe Barnettôs óDead Treeô, as Godden did in the 1890s: óIn the damp 

ground at the treeôs foot is a small dark holeéit is filled up with dead leaves. This is 

the healing-wellô (1893: 499).  

The earliest known reference to a significant tree on Isle Maree was given by 

Pennant in 1775; in his description of the island, he writes of how a óstump of a tree 

is shewn as an altaré[The patient/pilgrim] is made to kneel before the altar, where 

his attendants leave an offering of moneyô (1775: 330). This tree cannot be the later 

coin-tree of Isle Maree, due to its description as a óstumpô, but it clearly evinces an 

early role played by trees at this site as receptacles for coins. 

It appears that this votive tree stump was held in veneration through its connection 

with the holy well. In fact, it originally appears to have simply been utilised as a 

convenient altar on which pilgrims attached their offerings to St. Maelrubha after 

their visits to the saintôs holy well. However, while the tree may have initially been 
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utilised for ritual purposes because of its association with the holy well, it went on to 

outlive that well; indeed, to supplant it. While the healing well of St. Maelrubha fell 

out of use, leaving no visible trace of it behind, the ritual life of the tree continued.  

While in 1775 Pennant describes how coins were deposited on a tree-stump óaltarô, 

later sources refer to a rag-tree at the site. This may be the later coin-tree in its 

earliest incarnation. Hartland describes how pilgrims, seeking a cure from the holy 

well of St. Maelrubha, attached pieces of clothing to the nearby tree (1893: 453), and 

Barnett reports that they would tie rags or ribbons to its branches (1930: 114).  On 

Mitchellôs visit to Isle Maree in 1863, the tree ï now specified as oak (Quercus) ï 

was apparently studded with nails: óTo each of these was originally attached a piece 

of the clothing of some patient who had visited the spotô (1863: 253). Another 

(particularly notable) participant of this ritual, Queen Victoria, who visited Isle 

Maree on her tour of Scotland in 1877, similarly observed órags and ribbonsô tied to 

the branches of the tree (Duff 1968: 333).  

At some point during its ritual career, however, the tree of Isle Maree shed its rags 

and became predominantly a nail-tree. Mitchell describes how the tree was óstudded 

with nailsô (1863: 253), whilst Hartland observes how óthe nails are believed to be 

covered with the bark, which appears to be growing over themô (1893: 453-454). 

However, the tree on Isle Maree did not remain exclusively a nail-tree for long ï if at 

all. Numerous other metal objects were reported to have been affixed to its bark. 

Mitchell mentions two buckles (1863: 253), and Godden lists ónails, screws, and 

rusty iron fragmentsô amongst the offerings (1893: 499). In fact, Dixon reports the 

belief that óany metal articleô should be attached to the tree (1886: 150), whilst 

Godden remarks that by the time she visited the island in the 1890s, óthe driving in 

of a bit of metal is the only necessary actô (1893: 499). 

However, by the late 1800s this broad category of ritual deposits had narrowed once 

more, and one particular metal votive object came to the fore: the coin. The sources 

indicate that, for as long as the tree and the holy well on Isle Maree have been 

ritually employed, coins have been amongst the offerings deposited there. When the 

tree was still predominantly a rag-tree, it appears that these pilgrims would also leave 

coins as an offering on the well (Barnett 1930: 114). The coins eventually began to 

be inserted into clefts and cracks in the bark of the rag-tree itself, rather than left 
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beside the well. Mitchell, writing in 1863, describes how ó[c]ountless pennies and 

halfpennies are driven edge-ways into the woodô (1863: 253).  

By the time of Queen Victoriaôs visit to the island in 1877, it had become the custom 

ófor everyone who goes there to insert with a hammer a copper coin, as a sort of 

offering to the saintô (Duff 1963: 332); the coin had thus become the prominent 

offering. Indeed, by the 1890s it was being referred to as óthe money treeô (Muddock 

1898: 437), and by Colonel Edingtonôs visit in 1927, no pins or nails were visible in 

the bark of the tree, only coins (McPherson 1929: 75) ï so many coins, in fact, that 

Edington describes the tree as ócovered with metallic scalesô (cited in McPherson 

1929: 75).  

The hundreds of coins inserted into clefts and cracks have no doubt taken their toll 

on this tree, which is now dead. It was still alive in the 1860s, when Mitchell 

described how the bark continued to grow over the coins (1863: 253), but Queen 

Victoria described it as an óold treeô in 1877 (Duff 1968: 332), and Dixon observed 

in 1886 that it was ónearly deadô (1886: 150); this is clearly evident in the 

photograph taken of the tree in the 1890s and reproduced in Goddenôs article (1893) 

(Fig. 7). By 1927, when Colonel Edington visited, it was óevidently deadô (cited by 

McPherson 1929: 75), and McPherson believed that this óholy tree shared the fate of 

the holy well ï the devotion of pilgrims has proven its undoing. The coins, 

hammered in and destroying the bark, have killed the object of their venerationô 

(1929: 75). Indeed, copper poisoning is assumed to have caused the death of this tree 

(MacLeish 1968: 420).  

The death of the tree, however, has not led to the death of the custom. Indeed, it 

appears to have proliferated; by the 1950s, as the original tree had become too 

densely coined, the custom had spread to surrounding trees (Appendix 2.26) 

(Macrow 1953: 88-89). In 2002, when the North of Scotland Archaeological Society 

conducted a survey of the site, they catalogued nine coin-trees on Isle Maree. 

However, in the intervening decade between their 2002 survey and my own 

fieldwork, on 14/04/2012, this number had increased to 15, evidence that the custom 

has far from fallen out of popularity. 
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3 ï CASE-STUDY: CLONENAGH, THE REPUBLIC OF IRELAND  

The coin-tree of Clonenagh, Co. Laois, is a living sycamore (Acer pseudoplatanus), 

a species not native to Ireland but well naturalised in current times (Williams 

1996/1997: 405). It is located three miles north-west of the town of Mountrath, 

standing on a grassy bank 4.6m north-north-west of the R445, a busy road running 

between Dublin and Limerick. 

2.9m to the west of the coin-tree is an interpretation panel set up by Laois County 

Council, who manage the land. It offers the following information about the coin-

tree, which it dubs óSt Fintanôs Treeô: 

This tree was planted 200 to 250 years ago, within the area of the ancient 

Monastery of Clonenagh. 

A well which also venerated the Saint was nearby. When the well was 

closed, a spring appeared in the fork of the tree and became the focal point 

for ñpatternsò (celebrations on the Saintôs feast day) for many years. 

A custom developed of inserting coins into the bark of the tree, and it 

became known as the ñMoney Treeò. Because of metallic poisoning and 

damage to the bark due to this custom, the tree has now gone into decay. But 

a number of shoots have been salvaged and it is hoped that these might 

prolong the life of the tree. 

Please refrain from inserting any metal into the tree or damaging it in any way. 

Saint Fintan pray for us. 

This information plaque clearly demonstrates a deep-seated connection between the 

coin-tree and St. Fintan, a 6
th
- and 7

th
-century Irish saint who is believed to have 

founded the monastic community of Clonenagh (Sperber 2004: 29-30). 

According to local historian Roe there was once a ófine spring wellô nearby, which 

was óalways the subject of great veneration among the country peopleô (1939: 27). 

This veneration continued until the mid-19
th
 century, until it was filled in by the 

land-owner, a Protestant farmer who was óannoyed by the number of people who 

visited this wellô (Roe 1939: 27). According to local legend, St. Fintan subsequently 

diverted this spring from the farmerôs land to a hollow in the nearby sycamore tree: 

St. Fintanôs Tree, which became known as the óWell in the treeô (Morton 1998: 195) 

(Figs 30-31). A photograph taken by Father Francis Browne in 1933 shows a priest 

sitting in the branches surrounding this hollow, possibly having just deposited an 

offering of his own (Harbison 1991: Fig 102) (Fig. 32). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Acer_pseudoplatanus
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The veneration awarded to the Clonenagh tree subsequently led to its employment as 

a rag-tree. According to Roe, writing in the 1930s, ópeople climb up to the tree and 

make a wish with the water, and subsequently tie a little bit of rag or ribbon into the 

branches of the treeô (1939: 27), and this is clearly evident in Father Browneôs 

photographs. It is unclear when the tradition of affixing rags was replaced by the 

custom of inserting coins, but it must have occurred between the 1930s ï no coins 

are visible in Father Browneôs photograph of the tree ï and the 1990s, for at the time 

Harbison was writing his work on Pilgrimage in Ireland in 1991, there were 

apparently óthousands of coins hammered into the tree by passers-byô (1991: 231). 

When the tree died and fell in 1994, the practice of coin insertion had become so 

prolific that the tree is described by Simon as having been ódensely packed [with 

coins] to a height of two metresô (2000: 28).  

Morton writes that the insertion of coins into the treeôs trunk was ófor wishes and for 

luckô, and also records the practice of taking pieces of the tree as souvenirs, to which 

he opines óno wonder it eventually fellô (1998: 195). The high quantity of coins also 

no doubt led to the treeôs fall in 1994, after which, according to Morton óhundreds of 

coins still adorned the remaining, fallen sectionsô (1998: 195). Figure 33 shows the 

dead Clonenagh coin-tree in 1998, its fallen trunk heavily embedded with coins. 

Morton, considering the state of the tree, proposed that a replacement tree might be 

planted (1998: 195). 

Subsequently, as observed on fieldwork in September 2012 (Appendix 2.15), a 

young sycamore has replaced the original tree, which has since disappeared. There 

was a large tree fragment on the ground 4m west of the coin-tree, measuring 87x42 

x36cm (Fig. 34). It contained no coins, but was possibly all that remains of the 

original Clonenagh coin-tree. There were also much smaller wooden fragments 

distributed on the ground between the coin-tree and the car-park. These contained no 

coins, but one of the coins discovered on the ground was located 5.9m from the new 

coin-tree.  

The likeliest explanation is that the original coin-tree became so badly decayed that 

large sections of it were easily removed ï possibly as ósouvenirsô (Morton 1998: 

195) ï leaving only one coin-less fragment on the ground. The custom subsequently 

transferred to a younger replacement. Despite the unfortunate fate of the original 
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Clonenagh tree, and the fact that the information plaque requests visitors to órefrain 

from inserting any metal into the treeô, 92 coins have already been embedded into 

the young sycamore (Figs. 35-36).  

 

4 ï CASE STUDY: ARDBOE, NORTHERN IRELAND  

There have been two coin-trees at Ardboe, Co. Tyrone, one replacing the other. The 

original, known locally as the ówishing-treeô or the ópin-treeô, was one of several 

beech (Fagus) trees standing within the Old Cross graveyard, in close vicinity to 

Ardboe High Cross; the tallest cross in Northern Ireland, this is managed by the 

Northern Ireland Environment Agency. The original tree had probably been planted 

in the mid-19
th
 century by Christopher Treanor whose residence stood adjacent to the 

graveyard. It is both possible, although difficult to prove, that this tree was planted to 

replace an earlier healing or wishing tree, and that it was planted on the site of a 

former holy well, both theories proposed by local author Pat Grimes (2000). 

This coin-tree was initially a rag-tree. Mr C. D. Deane, the former Deputy Director 

of Belfast Museum and Art Gallery, was quoted in the Mid-Ulster Mail in 1959 as 

describing the coin-tree as having been originally adorned with rags, which ówere 

not merely offerings, they were riddances, the putting away of the evils impending or 

incurred by sin or sicknessô (1959). Deane also describes how rainwater would 

collect in a hole in the tree, in which the sick would bathe their faces hoping for 

cures (1959).  

By the 1940s, local tradition held that warts and lumps could be cured by pricking 

them with a pin and then inserting that pin into the tree (Devlin 1948; Simon 2000: 

28), but many other objects were also inserted. Francis Quinn, the caretaker of the 

Old Cross of Ardboe ï and also the tree ï describes the tree in Devlinôs Collected 

History of Ardboe: 

[The] tree, filled with pins, pennies, nails, buttons, and such things, is called the 

wishing tree or pin tree. It was there in my fatherôs and grandfatherôs time. 

Everybody that comes here puts in a pin or a nail or any such thing and makes a 

wish. (Devlin 1948) 
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Eight years later, in an article in the Mid-Ulster Observer, Francis Quinn was 

interviewed again concerning this tree: óWhen asked if the wishes came true, Francis 

only smiled and declared that he did not know. He did add that young girls often 

wished for a husband but he had never heard tell of the tree proving obliging in this 

respectô (Anonymous 1956: 3). 

Three years later, when Deaneôs talk on the Old Cross of Ardboe was broadcast 

(1959), he describes how óthe bark is stained with the rust of a thousand pieces of 

metal: hairpins, safety-pins, pennies, nails, bolts, and even a military badge, the 

personal offerings of a wishful publicô (Figs. 37-38). The great quantity of offerings, 

however, had begun to have a negative effect by the 1950s; as Deane observed, the 

ótree is barely a hundred years old, though the wounds in its bark are slowly killing 

itô (1959). It survived another 14 years, and then in the winter of 1973-74, it fell 

(Grimes 1999). 

The tradition, however, did not die with the tree. As Grimes writes, ó[a]lmost 

immediately visitors and pilgrims to Ardboe began to use an adjacent mature beech 

tree as a repository for their coins, pins, and wishesô (1999) (Fig. 39). However, this 

substitute did not survive long. Within a few years, it had wilted and died, and then 

in 1997, on Christmas Eve, a gale brought it down. It lay in a field until April 1998, 

when members of the Muintirevlin Historical Society sawed the trunk into several 

sections (Figs. 40-41). One section was presented to the Ulster Folk and Transport 

Museum and the remaining sections, to local groups and individuals (Appendix 2.8).  

In March 1998, a 10-year-old beech tree was planted in the Old Cross graveyard as a 

replacement (Fig. 42). However, as of 07/04/2012 (the date of fieldwork), no coins 

or pins had been inserted into this tree. Various reasons for this lack of continuity 

have been proposed by local residents. Pat Grimes believes that the replacement tree 

is still too young and there are no suitably large substitutes in the vicinity to serve as 

replacements (pers. comm. 07/04/2012). Rose Ryan, on the other hand, of the 

Muintirevlin Historical Society, believes that the tradition has simply ódied outô; that 

the local population have become ótoo cynicalô in recent years to keep the tradition 

óaliveô (pers. comm. 07/04/2012). 
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5 ï READING óSUPERSTITIONô BACKWARDS 

As the above case-studies have illustrated, the custom of the coin-tree is far older 

than the ó15 to 20 yearsô (Moira Smith, pers. comm. 10/02/2012) of the Bolton 

Abbey coin-tree, clearly indicating that when the forester inserted a coin he was not 

instigating an unprecedented custom ï and neither was the dental nurse at Hardcastle 

Crags nor the local boys at Fairy Glen. Indeed, the custom of inserting coins into 

trees is at least 150 years old, the earliest known reference to it being Campbellôs 

description of ócopper capséplaced in chinks in rocks and trees at the edge of the 

ñWitchesô Wellòô in Islay in 1860 (1860: 134). While the earliest known reference to 

a specific coin-tree is Mitchellôs account of ó[c]ountless pennies and 

halfpennies...driven edge-ways into the woodô of the Isle Maree tree in 1863 (1863: 

253). 

However, even in the 1860s a custom would not simply emerge óout of the blueô. 

Just as the forester, the dental nurse, and the Rosemarkie local boys were not 

creating an entirely new and contemporary custom, neither was the first person to 

insert a coin into the Isle Maree tree. Their decision to participate in this act will 

likewise have been influenced by their (conscious or subconscious) awareness of 

pre-existing customs and beliefs. In order to understand their motivations, therefore, 

Whatelyôs advice is again consulted: to take the 1860s references to coin insertion as 

a starting point and, from there, to read backwards, in order to understand the beliefs 

and notions which culminated in the custom of the coin-tree. 

For this endeavour, the physical structures of the coin-trees themselves will offer the 

most useful evidence. As Friedel observes, óit is ironic that studies of material 

culture should so neglect the actual materials that go into creating cultureô (1993: 

42), a criticism repeated by Hodder, who notes óthere is very little detailed 

description of artifacts in much of the literature dealing with materialityô (2012: 39). 

The same error will not be made here. Therefore, in order to contextualise the coin-

tree, these structures will be excavated. They will be treated as sites to be unearthed, 

as artefacts to be analysed and dissected; and a mental dismantling of the coin-tree 

leaves two distinct, tangible components: the tree and the coin. Both of these possess 

a wealth of ritual and folkloric associations, and the next section of this chapter will 

trace the history of these associations in an attempt to contextualise the coin-tree, 
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whilst the following section will consider the possible stimuli behind its 

contemporary resurgence.   

 

6 ï THE RAG-TREE 

óMen and plants are old acquaintancesô, writes Grigson (1955: 13), and a cursory 

review of the literature, explored in Chapter 2, reveals there to be no scarcity of 

ritual and folkloric uses of trees. As the literature review demonstrated, trees have a 

long history of being employed as apotropaic devices and of being resorted to for 

luck and wish fulfilment. However, the most notable use of trees in British folkloric 

practices is remedial, and the most widespread practice involving the employment of 

trees for healing is that of the rag-tree. 

The órag-treeô is a tree or bush, the branches of which are affixed with strips of cloth 

and other objects. They are usually associated with holy wells, of which there are 

numerous examples across the British Isles; Jones lists 1179 holy wells in Wales 

(1954; Dowden 2000: 42), whilst Lucas estimates more than 3000 in Ireland (1963: 

40). These wells were often employed for their curative properties, originally as part 

of pagan hydrolatry but later adopted by Christianity, the wells transferring to the 

custodianship of Christian saints (Daly 1961; Rattue 1995). 

One theory linking holy wells with rag-trees posits that, once a pilgrim had resorted 

to a holy well for a remedy, they were then expected to deposit a token of thanks to 

the wellôs presiding saint. Trees located within close proximity to the well provided 

convenient óaltarsô upon which the pilgrim could deposit their offering (Dowden 

2000: 74), and were just one example of the many receptacles employed for this 

purpose, which ranged from beneath stones and within the wells themselves, to 

purpose-built repositories (Jones 1954: 93; Hardy 1840: 97-98). According to this 

theory, therefore, trees were incidental to the custom. 

However, it is more popularly believed that the trees were actually integral to this 

custom. To some, rag-trees are evidence of residual tree-worship; Bord and Bord 

believe that the hanging of rags on such trees is óonly a secondary function. Their 

principal significance seems to be as a relic of ancient tree worshipô (1985: 98). 
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Walhouse (1880: 97) and Hope (1893: xxii), writing in the late 19
th
 century, share 

the opinion that the rag-trees themselves were viewed as sacred, and numerous holy 

wells appear to have been named after trees, such as óAsh wellô, óHolly wellô, and 

óOak wellô (Rattue 1995: 42).  

In some cases, the rag-trees do seem to have been integral to the efficacy of the 

wells. At Easter Rarichie, Ross and Cromarty, for example, there was a well believed 

to cure tuberculosis so long as a certain tree stood beside it. When this tree was 

felled, the well purportedly lost its power (Bord and Bord 1985: 59), and the same 

occurred when two trees fell beside a well near Perth in 1770 (Bord and Bord 1985: 

101). However, trees are more commonly believed integral to this custom due to the 

protection they offer. Trees were often utilised as apotropaic devices, and several 

different species, most notably ash (Hope 1893: xxii; Hull 1928: 113; Shephard 

1994: 2; Rackard et al. 2001: 8), were believed to function as protective agents in the 

early modern period, planted beside wells as guardians to ward off fairies and 

witches (Shephard 1994: 63).  

The rag-tree, therefore, was most probably not utilised merely as a convenient 

recipient of offerings, an incidental companion to the holy well; it was, in most 

cases, vital to the custom through properties it possessed itself. In some cases, 

however, the tree was given these properties by a holy well. 

 

7 ï OUTLIVING HOLY WELLS  

Lucas writes that the ótypical holy well has a bush or tree growing alongside it which 

partakes of the sanctity of the wellô (1963: 40, emphases added); the tree may not be 

sacred in its own right, but it becomes sacred because of its association with the holy 

well. This partaking of the wellôs sanctity may be literal as well as symbolic; in some 

cases, the water is believed to have transferred from the well to the tree. At Easter 

Rarichie, Ross and Cromarty, for example, the healing spring known as Sul na Ba 

flowed through a tree trunk, endowing that tree with curative properties (Bord and 

Bord 1985: 59), whilst the Clonenagh coin-tree (above) likewise demonstrates this 

process. As Shephard writes, trees ógrowing by water soak up a tremendous amount 
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of that water so it can be said that if the water is holy then the tree can impart the 

divine qualities of the water to the people beneathô (1994: 2). 

This transference of sanctity not only imbues the tree with power, but allows it to 

establish itself as a ritual structure independent from the holy well, so that it may 

subsequently outlive it. For example, Hull describes a site on the River Sullane, the 

Republic of Ireland, whereby despite the holy well having run dry, the surrounding 

briar bushes are still heavily affixed with rags (1928: 108). The Isle Maree and 

Clonenagh (and possibly Ardboe) case-studies offer examples of rag/nail-trees 

surviving the loss of holy wells, and thus outliving them. It is also not uncommon for 

a tree to replace desecrated or polluted holy wells as the objects of peopleôs 

veneration, thus becoming óholy wellsô themselves. Lucas lists the example of 

Clonenagh amongst many others in Ireland: Ladyôs Well, Skirk, Co. Laois; The Tree 

of Castlebellew, Cloonoran, Co. Galway; the Pin Well, Tartaraghan, Co. Armagh; 

Maryôs Well, Rockspring, Co. Cork; and St. Margaretôs Well, Cooraclare, Co. Clare 

(1963: 41), all of which illustrate a treeôs ability to replace a holy well as the central 

focus of a folkloric healing ritual.  

 

8 ï SUBSTITUTING THE SACRED: GOUGANE BARRA  

As the case-studies of Isle Maree, Clonenagh, and Ardboe demonstrate, however, 

trees not only replace holy wells; they also replace each other ï sometimes in 

defiance of the custodianôs wishes. For example, when the Clonenagh coin-tree fell 

and fragmented, the tree which grew from the originalôs salvaged roots began to be 

utilised instead, despite the interpretation panel requesting that people órefrain from 

inserting any metal into the treeô. This process of substitution, in violation of a 

custodianôs request, is clearly evident at another coin-tree site: Gougane Barra, Co. 

Cork (Appendix 2.21). 

The island of Gougane Barra is a popular pilgrimage site, and has been for at least 

the past 200 years. In the 18
th
 and 19

th
 centuries its remote location, in Gougane 

Lake in Co. Cork, made it a prominent site for rituals which combined Christianity 

with pagan practices (McCarthy 2006: 21). On 23
rd

 June, several hundred pilgrims 

flocked annually to the island for the Eve of St. Johnôs feast, a pilgrimage described 
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by Croker, who partook in the celebrations there in 1813 (1824: 277ff). He does not 

make reference to any custom involving a tree but does refer to a wooden pole 

standing in the centre of the Pilgrimôs Terrace, which was apparently all that 

remained of a large cross. Croker describes the popular custom of attaching votive 

rags and bandages to this wooden pole, óintended as acknowledgments of their cureô, 

and these rags and bandages were affixed to the pole by nails, causing it to be 

óbraced with many pieces of ironô (1824: 276-277). This practice appears to be 

depicted in an anonymous painting of Gougane Barra, 1809, which shows a crowd 

gathering around a wooden pole, crowned with a cross; one person, at least, is 

attaching something to the pole (Figs. 43-44). 

These ópagan ritualsô were banned in 1818 by the Catholic Bishop of Cork, John 

Murphy (McCarthy 2006: 21). However, this does not appear to have deterred 

pilgrims from attaching their offerings to the wooden post in the Pilgrimôs Terrace, 

and then to the replacement wooden cross which was commissioned by Fr. Patrick 

Hurley, the Parish Priest, in the early 1900s (McCarthy 2011). By this time, the rags 

and ómany pieces of ironô seem to have been replaced by coins (Kieran McCarthy, 

pers. comm. 22/12/2011), and Figure 45, a photograph taken by a visitor to the 

island in the 2000s, clearly shows a wooden cross heavily embedded with coins. 

According to local historian Kieran McCarthy, from the early 20
th
 century this 

custom began to spread to the trees (pers. comm. 22/12/2011). Local resident and 

custodian of Gougane Barra, Finbarr Lucey, describes a ómagnificent ash treeô in the 

main cells enclosure, which was embedded with so many coins that it eventually 

died. It stood beside the cross already described as being similarly encrusted with 

coins, but it fell in a storm in 1973 (pers. comm. 20/12/2011). Both the remains of 

the coin-tree and the cross have since been removed.  

The custom of coin insertion has been discouraged by the custodians of the island 

who, considering the fate of the original coin-tree, have been attempting to protect 

other trees from similar copper poisoning (Finbarr Lucey, pers. comm. 24/02/2012). 

McCarthy informs me that this decision to discourage the custom was made by the 

local church committee, who ówished to clean up the siteôs appearanceô (pers. comm. 

22/12/2011); they subsequently attached a sign to the current primary coin-tree, 

stating: óI AM A TREE; PLEASE DO NOT PUT COINS INTO MEô. This sign, 

however, was no longer attached to the tree on my visit in September 2012; only the 
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nails used to attach it remain and visitors have evidently not been discouraged. On 

the day of my fieldwork, there were seven trees and a wooden post embedded with 

coins. 

In Ardboe, however, in contrast to the above examples, this process of substitution 

was actively fostered by custodians. When the original tree fell in the 1970s, 

participants transferred their attention to an adjacent mature beech, and when this 

was brought down by a storm in 1997, a replacement beech was planted by the local 

council in the hope (as of yet fruitless) that the custom would continue. This process 

of fostered substitution is clearly evident at another coin-tree site: Fore, Co. 

Westmeath (described in more detail in Chapter 6) (Appendix 2.20). When the 

original coin-tree fell during the 1990s, it was removed by the local council and 

replaced by a young ash tree, which was quickly harnessed as a rag-tree. 

This method of substitution is certainly not atypical; Lucas gives examples of other 

sacred trees in Ireland decaying and falling, leading to the óadoptionô of nearby trees 

as their replacements (1963: 36). Wilks opines that óthe lore of a tree would be so 

compulsive that it was replaced in perpetuity when death or accident removed itô 

(1972: 18), while Hartland, appearing rather disapproving of this process, notes that 

óthe reason for the sacredness of many trees or wells has passed from memory; and it 

has consequently been natural to substitute any tree or any well for a particular oneô 

(1893: 469-470).  

In some cases, however, replacement trees are not always available; Hand, for 

example, notes that in the absence of trees, practitioners of tree-centred customs 

would employ wooden posts, door jambs, and pieces of wood instead (1966: 67). 

This is evident on Snowdon (Appendix 2.35), where the contemporary coin-ótreesô 

are actually wooden posts inserted into the ground as helpful supports for climbers; 

in the absence of trees, participants have employed these posts instead (Fig. 4).  

This form of ritual replacement is evident at Doon Well, Co. Donegal, which was 

resorted to for cures during the 19
th
 century. There was a nearby hazel (Corylus) 

utilised as a rag-tree, but the well was situated in a largely treeless landscape, so 

when the hazel became so heavily adorned with rags, there was no convenient 

replacement tree. Subsequently, people began embedding crutches into the ground 

beside the well, and the crutches, which Foley notes are óa global metaphor for the 
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successful cureô (2011: 476), transitioned from being ritual offerings to assuming óa 

new status as an artificial branch around which subsequent visitors wrapped rags and 

other offeringsô (Foley 2011: 476) (Fig. 46).  

 

9 ï CONTAGIOUS TRANSFER  

Trees and their substitutes may have been central to folkloric rituals, but so too were 

the rags affixed to their branches. They are not always simple offerings of thanks, 

deposited by the pilgrims in exchange for the cure they hope to receive, but are 

sometimes perceived as integral to the cure. To some it appears that pieces of 

clothing were fastened to trees in the belief that as the cloth rotted, the pilgrimôs 

ailment would also fade (Bord and Bord 1985: 59). Another theory holds that the 

rag, the remnant of an item of clothing still metonymically linked to its wearer 

(Canaan 1927: 104), absorbs the curative spirit of the tree and transfers this back to 

the pilgrim through ócontact magicô.  

In the British Isles, however, it is more common, as Hartland informs us, that the 

rags are believed to ócontain the disease of which one desires to be ridô (1893: 460), 

and they are thus transferred to the tree. This notion is an example of ócontagious 

transferô, a subcategory of Frazerôs ósympathetic magicô, whereupon a óperson is 

supposed to influence vegetation sympathetically. He infects trees or plants with 

qualities or accidents, good or bad, resembling and derived from his ownô (Frazer 

1900: 39).  

Skorupski elucidates this form of magic with the following equation: óA certain 

property, F, is transferred from the initial object, a, to the goal object, b, by some 

method of transfer such as surface contact, admixture, incorporation, inhalation, etc.ô 

(1976: 134). In the case of the rag-tree, the ócertain propertyô is illness; the óinitial 

objectô is the participant/patient; the ógoal objectô is the tree; and the ómethod of 

transferô is the tying of a rag. The illness is thus transferred from the person, through 

the rag ï the óvehicle of the diseaseô, as Hartland terms it (1893: 460) ï and into the 

tree.  
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10 ï THE IMPLANTATION OF DISEASE  

As noted in Chapter 1, in E. M. Forsterôs Howards End (1910), whilst Mrs Wilcox is 

describing Howards End to Margaret Schlegel, she mentions that the estate contains 

the ófinest wych-elm in Hertfordshireô. She explains that, for the cure of toothache, 

ócountry peopleô would implant pigsô teeth into the treeôs trunk (1910 [2000]: 8.61). 

This illustrates that it was not only rags which were affixed to trees for folk 

remedies; other items ï apparently such as pigôs teeth ï could also be used.  

Additionally, objects were not only attached to trees; they were also inserted into 

them, in what Hand describes as a ómore intimate kind of transference, namely, the 

implantation of diseaseô (1966: 63). Hand lists three forms of implantation: 

ópluggingô, ónailingô, and ówedgingô, all three of which involve physically inserting 

objects ï which he terms Zwischenträger; the intermediate agents (1966: 65) ï into 

the bark of a tree in order to óplugô a disease beneath its bark. In the example given 

by Forster, the pigsô teeth are the intermediate agents, but other objects were 

similarly ópluggedô or ówedgedô.  

Nail-clippings, for example, were used in the remedy for toothache; by wrapping 

toe- and fingernails in tissue paper and inserting them into a slit in the bark of an ash 

tree before sunrise, the depositor was assured to never suffer from toothache again 

(Roud 2003: 481). Ague and whooping-cough, on the other hand, were cured by 

plugging a lock of the patientôs hair into a hole bored into a tree (Hand 1966: 64), 

whilst another practice involved making a slit in the bark, placing the patientôs blood 

into it, and then wedging the slit closed. If the blood was taken from a wart, for 

example, then the wart would be cured (Hand 1966: 69). 

Metal pins or nails, however, were the most popular óvehicles of diseaseô in this 

ritual of implantation. Knocking nails into an oak tree was a well-known remedy for 

toothache in Cornwall; the toothache was believed to transfer into the tree, from the 

sufferer, through the nail (Walhouse 1880: 99n; Porteous 1928: 188). Pins were also 

employed as cures for warts; pins were inserted into each wart, then into the bark of 

an ash tree, transferring the affliction to the tree (Wilks 1972: 121).  

The reason for implanting an object into a tree as opposed to simply affixing it to a 

branch is fairly obvious; implantation is, as Hand observes, more óintimateô (1966: 
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63), and as the disease is implanted into the tree this probably assures a higher 

chance of transference. The popularity of metal pins and nails is also quite obvious; 

although these objects are less óintimateô than teeth, fingernails, locks of hair, and 

blood, they are far more easily inserted due to their sharp, narrow points. However, 

there may be an even more incidental reason for the popularity of pins and nails as 

vehicles of transference. 

In the 1945 edition of the Folklore journal, an anonymous contributor describes the 

óBeaumont Treeô of Silsoe, Bedfordshire, as follows: 

Until thirty or forty years before (i.e. before 1880-90) people in the district 

suffering from ague would nail strands of their hair or toe nail clippings to the 

tree, to effect a cureéDigging about with my pocket knife in the decayed 

wood I found a number of old square handmade nails deep in the trunk and 

one with a wisp of hair still wound round itéThe other tree was alive and 

healthy and also had one or two nails in it. They were protruding from the bark 

and so could not have been knocked in at a very remote date (1945: 307) 

In this example, hair and toenail clippings are implanted into the tree, but they are 

held in place by nails. As the hair and toenails decay over time, the metal nails 

remain in place until they are the only objects left implanted into the tree. This may 

influence how later pilgrims participate in the custom; if they see only metal nails 

inserted into the bark then they may believe that the practice is simply to insert metal 

nails (such as the later depositors of nails in the tree close to Beaumontôs Tree).  

The same process may have occurred at rag-trees; on Isle Maree, for example, 

Hartland describes how the coin-tree was originally ócovered with nails, to each of 

which was formerly attached a portion of the clothing of an afflicted personô (1893: 

453), whilst at Gougane Barra, according to Croker, the rags affixed to the original 

wooden pole were óbraced with many pieces of ironô (1824: 276-277). Metal nails 

transitioned from being fastenings for rags to being offerings themselves, due to 

matters of convenience or the simple misinterpretation of a custom. Could this 

incidental process also account for why coins eventually became the primary 

intermediate agents of ritual implantation? 
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11 ï COINS AS DEPOSITS 

Osborne, in his article on óHoards, votives, offerings: the archaeology of the 

dedicated objectô (2004), laments the generic archaeologistôs ócurious unwillingness 

to acknowledge the central importance of the dedicated objectô in deducing the 

beliefs behind a custom (2004: 5). This unwillingness, he suggests, stems from three 

factors: our privileging of the individual object over the assemblage; the difficulties 

involved in proving that an object has actually been dedicated rather than simply lost 

or discarded; and our reluctance to study what people believed (2004: 3). Now is not 

the time to address the third point (see Chapter 6), but the former two will be 

examined here. 

How can one recognise a dedicated object? Merrifield offers his opinion: the ritual 

deposit is an object ódeliberately deposited for no obviously practical purpose, but 

rather to the detriment of the depositor, who relinquishes something that is often at 

least serviceable and perhaps valuable for no apparent reasonô (1987: 22). Another 

criterion, which aids in the distinction between deliberate deposition and accidental 

loss, is proposed by Dowden who advocates the significance of quantity (2000: 176). 

However, specifications designed to distinguish the ritual from the utilitarian are 

guilty of identifying dedicated objects by default; as Brück observes in her paper on 

ritual and rationality, artefacts ówhich cannot be ascribed a practical role often come 

to be interpreted as evidence for ritual practicesô (2007: 284). Brück argues that a 

deposited artefact with a perceived lack of functionality does not necessarily 

constitute a votive object; functionality is after all, as she asserts, óalways culturally 

definedô (2007: 298).  

Brück, however, is applying this theory to artefacts from the middle Bronze Age; 

this thesis, on the other hand, considers largely contemporary objects, which makes a 

significant difference. Not only are we better equipped to interpret action undertaken 

in our own times and cultures, but in the case of the contemporary coin-tree, the 

motives of the depositors can be ascertained through direct engagement with them 

(see Chapter 6). Taking all of this into consideration, therefore, there can be little 

doubt that the coins inserted into coin-trees are óritualô deposits. Intentionality is 

certainly evident; there is no conceivable practical purpose for their insertion into 
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these trees; they are serviceable objects; and there are a multitude (in some cases, 

tens of thousands) of examples in each tree.  

However, the question remains, as asked by Osborne: óWhy did anyone think that 

depositing this or that particular object or group of objects was an appropriate way of 

marking or establishing communications with transcendent powers?ô (2004: 7). 

Some dedicated objects were obviously designed and crafted as dedicated objects ï 

medieval pilgrim badges, for example, or candles adorned with Christian imagery. 

For other dedicated objects, however, this is not the case, and the coin of the coin-

tree falls into this category. It is an object that was made for secular, everyday use 

and has been, to use Osborneôs words, óñconvertedò into an item that might be 

employed in an exchange with supernatural powersô (2004: 2) (a process explored in 

greater detail in Chapter 5).  

Why, though, is the coin deemed suitable in such an exchange? This is no doubt in 

part due to the plethora of other such ritual exchanges for which the coin has been 

utilised; the coin is, after all, one of historyôs most popular votive offerings. Coins 

have been a highly common ritual deposit in Britain since the Roman period, with 

caches discovered containing hundreds ï some even thousands, such as at Lydney, 

Gloucestershire; Hallaton, southeast Leicestershire; and the sacred spring at Bath ï 

of votive coins (Lewis 1966: 47; Woodward 1992: 66; Dowden 2000: 176; Priest et 

al. 2003; Williams 2003; Score 2006, 2011; Leins 2007). The coin was also an object 

regularly deposited in springs and lakes, as offerings to deities (Dowden 2000: 51) or 

as propitiatory ósacrificesô to malignant water spirits (Tuleja 1991: 409).  

The coinôs association with luck and good fortune has also enjoyed a long history. A 

coin of Trajan (r.98-117 AD), for example, was discovered in the mast-step of a 2
nd

-

century AD Roman boat from Blackfriars, London, probably placed there for luck 

(Laing 1969: 293), while thirty gold and silver coins were found in association with 

skeletons on the ship The Mary Rose, believed to have been carried onboard for good 

luck (Hall 2012: 77). Another tradition contended that a coin should always be 

placed in the pocket of any new article of clothing in order to attract future fortune 

(Radford and Radford 1948: 105), a practice which has evolved today into the 

custom of never gifting a purse without placing coins inside. Many other coin-related 

traditions continue to be observed; coins are still employed as talismans (Albas and 
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Albas 1989: 608) and continue to be considered symbols of luck: you are 

purportedly ensured good luck if you ófind a penny and pick it upô; place a coin in 

every corner of your house; toss a coin into a fountain; cook a coin in your 

Christmas pudding, and so on and so forth. 

 

12 ï THE BOWED COIN  

The óbowedô or ócrookedô coin ï a coin deliberately bent (Figs. 47-48) ï is one of the 

most widespread coin-centred customs in the British Isles, and it was utilised for a 

number of purposes. To fold a penny in half, as Finucane describes, was a ócommon 

sickbed riteô (1977: 94); accompanied by prayers, coins were often bent while held 

over a reclining patient. This rite, however, was employed for more than healing; 

bowed coins were considered good luck charms and apotropaic devices.  

From the 16
th
 century onwards, such coins were carried, worn, or given as gifts to 

protect against bad luck (Roud 2003: 314). As Hardwick observes, in folk notions, 

ócrooked things are lucky thingsô (1872: 270), and this belief is evident in several 

traditions. During the reign of King Edward I (r.1272-1307), pennies were ritually 

bent once a year to ensure the welfare of the kingôs hawks (Finucane 1977: 94), 

whilst in Yorkshire, bowed coins were utilised as charms against witchcraft; if a 

dairymaid, for example, was having difficulty churning butter ï a difficulty often 

attributed to witchcraft ï she would drop a crooked sixpence into the cream to ward 

off malevolent forces (Merrifield 1987: 162).  

An equally common motivation behind the bending of a coin was the confirmation 

of a vow. In Thomas Killigrewôs 17
th
-century play, Thomaso, the main character 

refers to óthe bowed Two-penceô whilst speaking of a vow (2.9.11) (1664: 441), and 

the fact that this custom was mentioned only in passing implies that it was relatively 

well known (Roud 2003: 314). These vows were usually made during prayers to 

saints (Walsham 2011: 213), imploring their help and promising, in exchange for 

their prayers being answered, to go on pilgrimage to the saintôs shrine, taking the 

bowed coin with them as an offering. The bending of the coin in this case, therefore, 

is to distinguish it from other coins; the vow-maker has promised to offer that 

particular coin (Spencer 1978: 248).  
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The bending of a coin seems to have derived from the pagan practice of ósacrificingô 

an object to be devoted (Merrifield 1987: 91; Bradley 1990; Dowden 2000: 176; Hall 

2012: 79-80). There is much archaeological evidence for the sacrificing of inanimate 

objects, recognisable as ósacrificesô due to a destructive element evinced by the 

material record, which Insoll proposes as the ódefining criteriaô of sacrifice (2011: 

151). Examples of this include the votive bending of weapons and tools, such as the 

deliberately broken or bent metal objects deposited during the Iron Age in the lake at 

Llyn Cerrig Bach, Anglesey (Fox 1946: 69), and during the early Roman period in 

the Waltham Abbey hoard, Essex (Manning 1972).  

As Bradley writes, the physical destruction of objects is central to the act of offering 

them, for it makes them irretrievable to the depositor, nullifies their secular value, 

and thus wholly dedicates them to their spiritual cause (1990: 138). Brück also 

suggests that intentional destruction ï which she terms ófragmentationô ï can be 

óthought to facilitate transformation from one state to anotherô (2006: 297): in the 

case of a coin, therefore, the act of damaging it may be to aid its transition from 

secular item to ritual deposit.   

 

13 ï TOUCH-PIECES 

The most common folkloric use of coins in the British Isles was in folk-medicine, 

and another notable example of this was the touch-piece (Fig. 49). From the time of 

Edward the Confessor (r.1042-66) to Queen Anne (r.1702-14), English monarchs 

would ritually ótouchô ï and purportedly heal ï patients suffering from scrofula, a 

form of tuberculosis known as óKingôs or Queenôs Evilô, so named for the belief that 

only the monarch could cure it. The patient would be presented with a touch-piece, a 

coin pierced with a hole and hung on a white ribbon, which would be worn by the 

patient; if they removed the touch-piece the disease would return (Charlton 1914: 34; 

Anonymous 2003: 1234).  

Prior to the 15
th
 century, a variety of silver or gold coins were used in this ritual 

(Waddle 1909: 249), but in 1464 the óangelô was minted. It was the smallest gold 

coin in circulation, so named for the image it bore of the Archangel Michael 

(Anonymous 2003: 1234). A pamphlet written in 1686, The Ceremonies for the 
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Healing of Them that be Diseased with the Kingôs Evil used in the Time of King 

Henry VII, describes the ritual in which it was used: óthe king shall be crossing the 

sore of the sick Person, with an Angel of Gold Noble, and the sick Person to have the 

same Angel hangôd about his neck, and to wear it until he be full wholeô 

(Anonymous 1686: 6). This ritual is also referred to in Shakespeareôs Macbeth, in 

which Malcolm describes how óa golden stampô ï the óangelô ï was used by the king 

in healing ceremonies: óThe mere despair of surgery, he cures, Hanging a golden 

stamp about their necksô (4.3.151-152). 

This use of coins as charms is hardly without precedent; there is a wealth of 

archaeological evidence for the physical modification of coins in order to wear them 

as amulets and talismans, such as piercing them with holes and hanging them by a 

cord, from the late-antique period until the 20
th
 century (Maguire 1997: 1040-1041; 

Davidson 2004; Hall 2012: 82). During the late Middle Ages soldiers also wore 

coins for protection on the battlefield, either around their necks or attached to their 

helmets (Deng 2008: 167). Other beliefs imbue coins with what Maguire terms 

óextramonetary powersô (1997: 1053); coins given at Holy Communion, for 

example, were believed to cure rheumatism if rubbed on the suffererôs body (Waring 

1978: 63) and worn around the neck as a cure for epilepsy (Radford and Radford 

1948: 293; Davidson 2004: 27). 

In some cases, specific coins were employed in folk-medicine. The óLockerby 

Pennyô is one example; this was a flat piece of silver owned by a family in 

Lockerbie, Dumfries and Galloway, which was widely esteemed as a remedy for 

madness in cattle. The family would loan the ópennyô to other farmers in the area, 

who would dip the coin into the afflicted animalôs drinking water (Henderson 1879: 

163; Radford and Radford 1948: 223). There was a similar coin in Northumberland, 

the óBlack Pennyô, which was a coin or medal owned by a family at Hume-Byers, 

used to cure madness in cattle and borrowed by farmers across Northumberland, 

Durham, and Yorkshire (Henderson 1879: 163; Radford and Radford 1948: 55). 
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14 ï THE COINôS óAMULETIC QUALITYô 

Is there a reason coins were so often imbued with these óextramonetary powersô? 

Clark notes that a material óowes its status to physical attributesô (1986: 6), a notion 

shared by Miller , who advises that any analysis of an artefact must óbegin with its 

most obvious characteristicô (1987: 98). Because coins are such ubiquitous, 

commonplace objects, we tend to not look at them in any great detail. In fact, 

because coins are largely perceived as denotations of value, they are viewed as 

currency as opposed to material objects (Rothschild 1981; Myrberg 2010a; Kemmer 

and Myrberg 2011), and it becomes easy to overlook their physical attributes. 

However, it may be these physical attributes which give coins what Hall terms their 

óamuletic qualityô (2012: 79).  

Deng, for instance, believes that it was the coinsô ócombination of precious metal, 

royal effigy, and ñmagicalò inscription [that] made them suitable for healing 

purposesô (2008: 164). Taking his first point, the physical material of a coin plays a 

large role in its óamuletic qualityô. Certain materials have been widely regarded as 

special (Woodward 2000: 109), and the association between metal-making and 

magic is evident throughout history (Budd and Taylor 1995; Brück 2006: 306), with 

Eliade dedicating an entire chapter, entitled óDivine Smiths and Civilizing Heroesô, 

to the privileged positions of smiths worldwide and the sense of mysticism 

surrounding them (1956: 87-96).  

In the British Isles, metal ï particularly iron or steel ï was considered apotropaic, 

often employed to ward off fairies or witches (Henderson 1879: 230; Lawrence 

1898; Campbell 2005: 19, 25). It was believed that no fairy would steal a child with 

a steel needle in its cap (Hull 1928: 134), while other metal objects were displayed 

within the home as repellents for malevolent forces: iron nails in the board of a bed; 

a reaping-hook beneath the window; a horse-shoe nailed to the wall (Lawrence 1898; 

McPherson 1929: 101; Campbell 1990: 19, 24). In McPhersonôs opinion, the 

protective powers of these metal objects ósprings from the time when iron was a new 

and mysterious metalô (1929: 101), and was thus imbued with supernatural 

properties.  
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Iron was also considered remedial. Broadwood considers how pieces of the metal 

were frequently placed into water because it was believed to give it a tonic property: 

óWas the custom of throwing pins, needles, and other metal things into Holy or 

Wishing Wells originally started with the idea of strengthening the drinker?ô (1898: 

368), she asks, and this may indeed have been one reason behind the custom. 

However, other metals were more widely considered curative.  

The touch-piece was a gold coin not simply because of the materialôs monetary value 

but because gold was widely held to be naturally curative, and Billings suggests that 

the constant contact of the gold touch-piece with the skin of the patient as it hung at 

the neck may have been a primary factor in the subsequent curing of these patients; a 

form of óMetallotherapyô (1906: 70). Indeed, there are numerous examples of gold 

being utilised as a remedy. Roger Bacon, a 13
th
-century Franciscan friar, maintained 

that the consumption of gold ensured good health and longevity (Getz 1998: 58), 

whilst Paracelsus, a 16
th
-century physician and alchemist, asserted that aurum 

potabile, a formula for drinkable gold, could cure even the Black Death (Pagel 1982: 

180; Crisciani and Pereira 1998; Byrne 2012: 257).  

Similarly, in 19
th
-century Scotland, water into which a piece of gold had been 

deposited, known as Uisge Or or Long John, was used widely as a panacea, either 

drank or applied as a lotion (MacDonald 1903: 371-372). Also in the 19
th
 century, 

golden rings were utilised throughout the British Isles as remedies for a wide variety 

of ailments, from warts to bacterial infections. According to folklorist Black, writing 

in the 1880s, óthe virtues of a gold wedding ring for curts, warts, and styes, are 

celebrated throughout Christendomô (1883: 173). 

The majority of coins deposited into holy wells ï and, indeed, coin-trees ï however, 

are not gold coins, but copper. Like gold, copper is a material widely imbued with 

apotropaic and remedial properties. Copper amulets were worn for protection against 

danger and disease (Herbert 1984: 263ff), and medieval skeletons have been 

discovered wearing copper-alloy bracelets, believed to reduce swelling (Gilmour and 

Stocker 1986: 41; Stones 1989: 159), or copper-alloy plates, possibly employed as 

talismans chosen for their curative properties (Knüsel et al. 1995) ï curative 

properties which are, in fact, supported by science. 



102 
 

The contents of Karcioĵlu
 
and Sarperôs (1980) edited medical volume demonstrate 

how copper affects the gastrointestinal system; hematology; the cardiovascular 

system; the nervous system; and dermatology. Copper salts are bactericidal and can 

be employed as disinfectants, thus making them useful for treating bacterial 

infections (Cameron 1993: 118-121; Knüsel et al. 1995: 380; Brennessel et al. 2005: 

184). Additionally, copperôs anti-inflammatory effects have made it a popular 

medicinal ingredient throughout history, with the early cultures of Assyria, Greece, 

Rome, Egypt, and possibly Native America employing copper remedially (Karcioĵlu
 

and Sarper 1980: xiii; Rij and Pories 1980: 555; Fox 2003: 10).  

Possibly for similar reasons, Baldôs Leechbook, an Old English medical text, 

stipulates that the ingredients for numerous remedies should be mixed and stored in 

brass ï a copper-zinc alloy (Brennessel et al. 2005) ï vessels. Although Storms 

opines that this stipulation belonged to the ósphere of magicô (1948: 134), Cameron 

asserts that it was the copper salts formed in the brass vessels, held to be 

antibacterial, which motivated the specification (1993: 120-122). This belief most 

likely led to the popularity of copper as a therapeutic agent, in the form of copper 

bracelets, during the 19
th
 century ï a practice which survives to the present day (Fox 

2003: 11; Shuttleworth 2010). 

 

15 ï THE ROYAL EFFIGY  

The royal effigy engraved on most coins is also considered highly contributive to the 

coinôs óextramonetary powersô and óamuletic qualityô, as a form of image magic 

(Herva et al. 2012: 302). From the classical through to the Byzantine periods, the 

images of rulers depicted on coins were considered protective agents (Maguire 1997: 

1039; Deng 2008: 167-168), and the belief that monarchs are endowed with 

protective, curative powers is a particularly long-standing one. Vespasian (r.69-79 

AD), for instance, was said to have restored sight to the blind and healed the limbs of 

the lame (Billings 1906: 62), and the royal touch continued to be viewed as 

particularly efficacious far beyond antiquity ï as is evident in touch-piece 

ceremonies.   
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In England, coinage was imprinted with the royal effigy in recognisable form from 

the reign of Henry VII (r.1485-1509) (Robinson 1992: 1), and this effigy ï an 

undeniable connection with a monarch who, by divine right, wielded the power to 

heal ï endowed coins with curative powers (Bloch 1973: 222-223). Crowns and half-

crowns bearing the effigy of Charles I (r.1625-1649) were handed down from one 

generation to the next in the Shetland Islands until the 19
th
 century, believed to be 

remedies against scrofula (Bloch 1973: 223), whilst in Scotland, coins minted during 

the reign of Queen Victoria (r.1837-1901) were, according to Bloch, óheld to be 

universal panaceas simply because they bore óthe image of the Queenôô (1973: 223).  

The coinôs preternatural potency, therefore, is in part due to the protective properties 

of the royal effigy as well as to the materials it is made from. However, whilst an 

examination of the physical attributes of a coin have been illuminating in the 

consideration of its óamuletic qualityô, I have run the risk of taking the advice of 

Clark (1986: 6), Miller (1987: 98), and Rothschild (1981) too far, in analysing the 

coin as a purely material object, for it is equally significant that the coin has abstract, 

representational qualities also.  

 

16 ï COINS AND VALUE   

óMoney is what money doesô, remarks economist Wolman (2012: 12), and what 

money does is declare value (Dowden 2000: 176). This is the coinôs primary 

purpose; as óan abstract means of according valueô, according to Macdonald (2002: 

90). No other object is quite so intrinsically linked with worth and, more 

importantly, with exchange (Shils 1981: 73; Schlichter 2011: 21). Coins are 

surrendered in exchange for commodities or services (Kopytoff 1986), and it is this 

very purpose which makes the coin a particularly suitable ritual deposit. 

As demonstrated throughout this chapter, participation in a ritual tends to imply a 

desire for something in return ï a folk-remedy, good luck, future fortune, the 

protection of a saint, spirit, or deity, etc. ï and so rituals necessarily follow the same 

basic, economic rules as secular exchange, as described by Appadurai: óoneôs desire 

for an object is fulfilled by the sacrifice of some other objectô (1986: 3). When 
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engaged in such an exchange, it is surely only natural to sacrifice the object most 

overtly and intrinsically associated with value and trade: the coin. 

óIn a commercial age,ô writes Merrifield, ócoins tend to play an important part in the 

minor ritual practised by individualsô (1987: 54). In simple terms, if a person wants 

something, it is assumed they will pay for it with money, and this modern-day 

mentality has spread from the secular realm into the spiritual. This exchange 

mentality is most evident with holy wells, into which coins were often thrown as 

ópaymentô to the presiding spirit or saint (Brand 1777: 85-86; Hardwick 1872: 277; 

Walker 1883: 158; Hartland 1893: 463; Rhys and Morris 1893: 58-59; Hull 1928: 

111-112; Jones 1954: 92; Lucas 1963: 40; Bord and Bord 1985: 90-91). This custom 

has survived today in the form of the ówishing wellô, widespread across the British 

Isles.  

In some rituals, coins are unabashedly used for their financial worth; at holy wells, 

offerings were often cast into the wells themselves, but sometimes money was 

handed instead to the sitesô guardians (Hull 1928: 107; Dowden 2000: 47), the local 

parish priest, or placed in a box in a nearby church, in exchange for the use of the 

well (Jones 1954: 93). As Bord and Bord write, the ócustom of leaving an óofferingô 

at a holy well was not overlooked by the Church, and some clergy took steps to see 

that the money was directed their wayô (1985: 91).  

Today especially money plays a large role in what Eade and Sallnow term ósacred 

exchangesô (1991: 24); at modern-day pilgrimage sites, such as Lourdes in south-

western France, ócash donations to the shrine custodians, purchases of candles, alms 

to beggars, indeed all kinds of monetary offerings can be fully incorporated into the 

religious marketing circuits of the shrineô (Eade and Sallnow 1991: 24).  

 

17 ï REVERSING VALUE  

Coins are, in conclusion, employed for such purposes because of their folkloric and 

historic associations, their physical attributes, and their secular, everyday purposes, 

all of which culminate to produce the ideal object for ritual exchange. However, 

coins have not always been at the forefront of folkloric customs in the British Isles. 

Although they are listed as items deposited in holy wells during the 18
th
 and 19

th
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centuries (Brand 1777: 85-86; Hardwick 1872: 277; Walker 1883: 158; Hartland 

1893: 463; Rhys and Morris 1893: 58-59; Hull 1928: 111-112; Jones 1954: 92; 

Lucas 1963: 40; Mercer 1974: 191; Bord and Bord 1985: 90-91), coins are just one 

type of offering amongst many, including rags, ribbons, beads, buckles, buttons, 

keys, to name only some.  

Indeed, some holy wells contained no coins at all. Hartland describes St. Baglanôs 

Well in Llanfalglan, Caernarvonshire, which was apparently emptied in the early 

1800s: ótwo basins-full of pins were taken out, but no coin of any kindô (1893: 453). 

Describing another holy well, in Perthshire, Hartland exhibits surprise upon 

discovering coins deposited there: óSometimes [participants] go as far as to throw 

away their halfpenceô (1893: 463), he exclaims, demonstrating that the deposition of 

a coin was perceived as an extreme form of participation.  

Likewise, whilst the custom of affixing rags to trees was widespread throughout the 

British Isles during the 1800s, only one 19
th
-century example of inserting coins into 

trees has been identified: Isle Maree (Appendix 2.26). Indeed, the Isle Maree case-

study appears to have been employed as a rag-tree for many years prior to its 

emergence as a coin-tree. Evidently, strips of cloth were deemed more appropriate 

offerings than coins during this time, and it is not surprising that most 19
th
-century 

participants (in contrast with 21
st
-century participants) were more willing to part 

with rags than with coins.  

Value is subjective (Simmel 1900; Thompson 1979), and, although the economic 

worth of a coin may appear fixed and stable, it is as fluid and mutable as any other 

object. Wernimont and Fitzpatrick (1972), and Brandstätter and Brandstätter (1996), 

in their respective studies on the subjective value of money, demonstrate how such 

factors as income, gender, social class, and personality traits greatly influence how 

an individual perceives the value of money. Just as the value of money varies from 

person to person, it is also contingent upon time period. Inflation has meant that a 

coinôs worth will inevitably decrease over time. A study by the Office for National 

Statistics of the consumer price index from 1750 to 2003 demonstrates that average 

prices have gradually been multiplied by 140; and as prices increase, the value of a 

coin decreases. A one decimal penny, for example, would have had greater 

purchasing power in 1750 than a Ã1 in 2003 (OôDonoghue and Goulding 2004: 38).  
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In the past, therefore, coins were more valuable and less ubiquitous, and it is 

unsurprising that 19
th
-century participants would be less inclined than a modern-day 

participant to part with a one penny piece. On the other hand, objects such as rags, 

nails, pins, locks of hair, and fingernails were more readily accessible and disposable 

than coins, making them far more convenient offerings. And, as mentioned briefly 

above, convenience plays a large role in rituals of deposition; as Walhouse observes, 

a pilgrim may by necessity source their deposit from óany trivial objects ready at 

handô (1880: 104). 

Henderson offers an example of this: St. Maryôs Well, Culloden, was visited by 

pilgrims who believed that drinking water from the well and then depositing a coin 

ensured good luck for the following year. Henderson, observing the rites performed 

at this site in c.1899, describes a group of boys who drank from the well: 

But, alas! the ceremony is left in some degree uncompleted, for on 

examination it is found that no member of the group possesses a solitary 

copper. This part of the rule is thereupon brushed aside. But the tying of 

pieces of cloth on the tree is strictly observed, for, beside costing nothing, it 

gives each boy an opportunity of indulging in a little tree-climbingé (1911: 

323) 

Hulse (1995) offers another, more contemporary example of convenience playing a 

large role in the selection of items for deposition. Examining St. Trilloôs Well, 

Llandrillo-yn-Rhos, Hulse found that offerings of prayers, which had begun to be left 

at the holy well since 1992, were a óspontaneous and imitative gestureô (1995: 33); 

people visiting the chapel, seeing the past deposits and wishing to add their own, 

were forced to write their prayers on scraps of paper sourced from pockets and 

handbags: portions of envelopes, pages torn from diaries, receipts, and transport 

tickets. In many cases, therefore, matters of convenience and improvisation 

determine the nature of objects deposited ï and throughout the 18
th
 and 19

th
 

centuries, coins were evidently not, to use Walhouseôs words, ótrivial objects ready 

at handô (1893: 461). 

However, throughout the last century a reversal has occurred. As a coinôs economic 

value decreased, its utilisation as an object of ritual exchange increased at an 

inversely proportional rate. Coins became more commonplace to the point where the 

majority of people usually have some coins in their possession, so that if they wish 

to participate in a ritual which necessitates the ósacrificingô of an object, a coin is the 
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most convenient object for that purpose. As one participant in the coin-tree custom at 

High Force speculated, when asked why he believed people chose to insert coins into 

the tree: ómaybe because theyôre just convenientô; whilst an American participant at 

Tarn Hows opined that óit might just be because coins are pretty handy, arenôt they? 

Youôve always got someô.  

The custodian of the St. Nectanôs Glen coin-trees, Lawrence Barker, demonstrates 

this reversal in his personal consideration of the custom. At this site, the coin-trees 

are accompanied by several rag-trees, the branches of which are primarily affixed 

with ribbons, and Lawrence believes that the coin-trees were created by ópeople who 

had no ribbons or other offerings but still had a wish to makeô (pers. comm. 

09/11/2012). In his opinion, therefore, coins are the substitute deposits; few people 

today will have ribbons ready at hand or would be willing to tear off a scrap of their 

clothing, but it is likely that they will be carrying coins. Hendersonôs 19
th
-century 

example at St. Maryôs Well, where the group of boys could only tie rags to the 

branch of a tree because they did not have the coins to deposit in the well, is thus 

inverted.  

Coins have not only become more readily available in contemporary society; they 

have also become more disposable. Coins, particularly one penny and two pence 

pieces, are no longer perceived as embodying much value, to the extent that many 

people in Britain believe copper coins should be removed from circulation 

(Dammann 2012). Dammann, reporting on this decline in value for the Guardian in 

2012, describes copper coins as óthe useless, practically valueless bits of copper-

plated steel which weigh down our pockets and clog up our vacuum cleanersô 

(2012). Whilst Wolman, observing that pennies offer very little in both the store of 

value and as a medium of exchange, wryly notes that people no longer even tax 

themselves by retrieving a penny found on the pavement: óEconomists will tell you 

that itôs not even worth the time and financial hazard involved in stooping down to 

pick it up, possibly resulting in a back injuryô (2012: 4). 
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18 ï DEBUNKING THE óDISENCHANTMENTô 

Coinsô ubiquity and decreased economic worth has meant that they have, over the 

last century, become ótrivial objects ready at handô (Walhouse 1893: 461), making 

them the most appropriate and convenient deposits in the contemporary rituals of the 

British Isles. This explains why they replaced rags, nails, and other objects at Isle 

Maree, Clonenagh, Ardboe, and Gougane Barra, and subsequently contribute to an 

explanation of the emergence of this custom in the 19
th
/early-20

th
 centuries.  

However, the majority of coin-trees in the British Isles did not emerge in the 

19
th
/early-20

th
 centuries; they were not originally associated with holy wells and did 

not gradually transition into coin-trees from (or function as replacements of) previous 

incarnations: rag-trees, nail-trees, and so on. Of the 34 coin-tree sites recorded in this 

thesis, only one (Isle Maree) definitely pre-dates the 20
th
 century, and only five more 

definitely pre-date the 1990s (Ardboe, Ardmaddy, Clonenagh, Fore, and Gougane 

Barra). The remaining 28 sites (82%) are contemporary creations, having been coined 

in the 1990s, 2000s, and 2010s, and this contemporaneity complicates their 

interpretation. 

It was outlined in Chapter 1 that folklore is often not believed to have survived the 

transition into modernity. Historically, folk customs have been widely perceived as 

fragile, tenuous, and endangered phenomena, and the processes of urbanisation and 

industrialisation are often held accountable for what Weber heralds the 

ódisenchantment of the worldô, a world now ócharacterized by rationalisation and 

intellectualizationô (1948: 155). According to Foster, writing in the 1950s, industrial 

economies óare not conducive to the continuation of folk culture. Hence, it can be 

assumed that folk cultures will disappear in those places where a high degree of 

industrialization developsô (1952: 171), whilst for Bascom, it was technological 

developments that led to this supposed decline: ófolklore has decreased 

as...mechanical devices such as phonographs, radios, moving pictures, and television 

have developedô (1965: 296). 

Redner took a similar stance 50 years later, attributing the purported loss of local, 

native culture to ócultural homogenization...which we now describe by that ominous 

term ñglobalization.òô (2004: 2). The Western world has, Redner asserts, become a 

ómonocultureô, in which no local traditions or customs can survive (2004: 2). Redner 
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and his predecessors paint a rather dour picture, and while not all folklorists concur 

with this perspective (McKelvie 1963; Dundes and Pagter 1975; Dorson 1976), the 

general consensus appears to be that folklore is far less prolific in the Western world 

than it once was.   

It is certainly true that some customs have fallen out of use. Returning to the wych-

elm embedded with pigsô teeth in Forsterôs Howards End (1910), Mrs Wilcox 

dolefully notes that the óteeth are almost grown over now, and no one comes to the 

treeô, to which Margaret Schlegel replies, óI should. I love folklore and all festering 

superstitionsô (1910 [2000]: 8.61). This exchange indicates that by the early 20
th
 

century, such folk practices of implantation had largely declined and were 

considered ófestering superstitionsô. However, the coin-tree custom would not be 

conceived of us as such; the majority of the coin-trees are contemporary structures, 

the products of participation by large numbers of modern-day practitioners.  

The contemporary coin-tree therefore confutes the claims that industrialisation, 

urbanisation, globalisation, and technological advancements would result in the 

ódisenchantmentô of the British Isles. However, should it be viewed, as Peter at 

Portmeirion opined (detailed above), as a ócontinuation of an old customô; as 

evidence that it is óin our DNA to do things like this, to carry them on. Like throwing 

coins into a fountain; something we may not really believe in anymore but we do it 

just because weôve always done itô?  

Walsham would advise against this interpretation, advocating that it is misguided to 

view customs as óthe ódebrisô of pagan mythologies that had defiantly survived from 

distant antiquity into modern times in a state of arrested developmentô (2011: 474). 

Landy and Saler, considering ósecular magicô in contemporary society, likewise 

reject this binary notion that óany lingering enchantment within Western culture must 

of necessity be a relic, a throwbackô (2009: 3) The coin-trees, therefore, should not 

be interpreted as ósurvivalsô, órelicsô, or ódebrisô from the past.  

On the other hand, however, a custom does not simply spring forth from a vacuum. 

As Hugoson asserts in her study of the Swedish Easter Tree, which ï like many coin-

trees ï appears to have been created post-1990, such a custom can be interpreted as a 

ófamiliar unknownô; óthe mere need for new ñtraditionsò is not enough to explain its 

popularity and success, but rather that it is perceived as being new and old 
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simultaneouslyô (2006: 82-83). The majority of the coin-trees may be contemporary 

structures, but their popularity may be attributed to the (accurate) belief that they 

grow from the foundations of past meanings and customs. 

However, the modern-day coin-tree is not a testament to the continuity of a custom; 

they were not being un-intermittently generated from the 19
th
 century to the present 

day. Instead, there was sporadic creation of coin-trees in Scotland and Ireland 

throughout the 19
th
 and 20

th
 centuries, but as Appendix 2.4 demonstrates, the custom 

does not appear to have existed in England and Wales prior to the late 1990s/early 

2000s, when there was a sudden leap in coin-tree creation. Indeed, there is evidence 

that older coin-trees witnessed a boost in the custom during the same period; the 

empirical data collected from the primary Ardmaddy coin-tree (including both coins 

within the tree and uncovered during excavation) demonstrates a sharp increase in 

the custom during the 1990s (Appendices 2.9 & 5.7). The second section of this 

chapter will therefore be a consideration of what could account for the contemporary 

renaissance of this custom.  

 

PART 2: THE CONTEMPORARY RENAISSANCE  

1 ï THE CONTEMPORARY COIN-TREE 

There can be no definitive answer to the question of which contemporary coin-tree 

was coined first. Perhaps the forester at Bolton Abbey was the first late-20
th
-century 

practitioner of this custom; as the dental nurse at Hardcastle Crags and the local boys 

at Fairy Glen could have been. However, attempts to contact ï or even elicit the 

names of ï these elusive, purported instigators have invariably failed. Other 

strategies may be used instead, such as drawing on the testimonies of custodians, 

which would indicate that the sites of Bolton Abbey (pers. comm. Moira Smith, 

visitors manager, 11/11/2011), Lydford Gorge (pers. comm. Adrian Shaw, senior 

ranger, 03/04/2012), or Tarr Steps (pers. comm. Graeme McVittie, woodland officer, 

16/01/2012) were the earliest, believed to have been initially coined in the 1990s. 

However, as will be explored in Chapter 6, there is often a tendency (even amongst 

professionals) to over-estimate a coin-treeôs age, therefore the testaments of 

custodians may not be wholly accurate. Also, many custodians could not provide 
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estimated dates of creation for their coin-trees and, as discussed in Chapter 3, the 

dating evidence provided by the coins may be equally unreliable. At the present 

time, therefore, it is not possible to determine when ï and certainly not why ï the 

first contemporary coin-tree was coined, nor who the original instigator was. 

Circumstances surrounding the inauguration of the coin-tree renaissance may remain 

obscure, but the rapid rate of dissemination which soon followed is clearly evident. 

Following the creation of a few coin-trees during the 1990s, the 2000/2010s 

witnessed a considerable and widespread revival. This dissemination is undoubtedly 

due to imitation (explored in greater detail in Chapter 5); an individual/group 

encounters a coin-tree at one site and they subsequently instigate another coin-tree at 

a different site. However, the processes of dissemination in this case are surprising.  

Map 4 (Appendix 1.2) displays all coin-tree sites which have a relatively reliable 

estimated coining date (either drawn from published material or the testimonies of 

custodians), and this demonstrates not only a rapid rate of dissemination, but also a 

rather sporadic one. Whilst the ónon-contemporaryô (i.e. pre-1990s) coin-trees are 

clearly exclusive to Scotland and Ireland, the data for the contemporary coin-trees 

provides neither a clear point of origin nor an obvious pattern of distribution. Older 

contemporary coin-trees (Bolton Abbey, Lydford Gorge, Tarr Steps) are present in 

northern England as well as southern, as are the younger sites (Claife Station, Leigh 

Woods, Corfe Castle). This suggests that the dispersion of coin-trees was the result 

of numerous nexuses and simultaneous networks of dissemination, rather than a 

single, linear thread originating from one point.  

Not only does this complex network of dissemination make following Whatelyôs 

advice to óread superstition backwardsô more difficult, it also indicates that the 

reasons behind this modern-day renaissance were not region-specific, but were 

applicable to many areas of the British Isles. What contemporary countrywide 

factors, therefore, could account for the successful and rapidly-disseminated revival 

of the coin-tree custom? The first point to consider is the participants themselves. 
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2 ï THE CULT OF THE CHILD  

From my ethnographic observations, the current participants of the coin-tree custom 

are many and varied. As is evident in Appendices 4.3-4.5, which present the 

demographic data of the 219 participants interviewed, this custom is not exclusive to 

a certain gender, age-group, or race. Participation is dependent upon one factor: 

physical presence at a coin-tree site, and as the majority of coin-trees are located 

beside popular footpaths in rural areas, the majority of participants are consequently 

the type of people who are likely to engage in leisurely walking: predominantly 

white British couples and families, although not exclusively. 

There is, however, one primary participatory group of this custom: children. My 

observations revealed that a group travelling with children is far less likely to pass a 

coin-tree without inserting a coin than a group travelling without children. One 

woman told me that she could not óimagine just walking past one of these trees, 

especially not with childrenô, whilst a father claimed, óI donôt think the children 

would let me walk past without putting coins inô. 

Many of the groups with children claimed to have only inserted coins for the benefit 

of the children: óbecause the boys wanted toô; ómy daughter wanted toô; ófor the kidsô 

sakeô, and so on. It is not surprising that the custom of the coin-tree appears to be 

very much oriented towards the entertainment of the younger generation. As Opie 

and Opie observe, óit is the nature of children to be attracted by the mysteriousô 

(1959: 210), and they maintain that children are ótraditionôs warmest friendséthey 

are respecters, even venerators, of customô (1959: 22). Indeed, the majority of 

widely-practiced folkloric traditions in contemporary Britain are observed for the 

benefit of children: Father Christmas, Easter egg hunts, trick-or-treating.  

However, children have not always been central to folkloric customs. Indeed, 

childhood has not always been viewed as distinct from adulthood; that their actions 

are marginalised from those of adults is a relatively modern, Western notion (Sofaer 

2007: 88; Baxter 2008: 161). In the past children were not sheltered from adult 

responsibilities and experiences but partook in them, and it has only been within the 

last century that childhood has begun to be perceived as a period of honoured 

innocence (deMause 1974; Borrowdale 1994: 24). This ósentimentalizationô and 

ósacralizationô of childhood (Zelizer 1985; Sofaer Derevenski 2000: 4) created a 
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society wherein children are central to family culture, and much effort goes into 

catering to their needs whilst simultaneously maintaining their innocence for as long 

as possible (Wells 1991: 430).  

The ability of the coin-tree custom to address the contemporary parentôs desire to 

cater to childrenôs cultural and educational needs was demonstrated in several 

participant interviews. Parents seem to believe that participation in the coin-tree 

custom will be óexcitingô, óinterestingô, and óentertainingô for their children, with 

four groups expressing the opinion that it is important to encourage childrenôs 

involvement in nature, art, and culture, and to provide them with unique experiences 

ï which they believed the coin-trees offered. 

The desire to maintain childrenôs innocence was also evident. A woman at Bolton 

Abbey with two children ï a 12 year old girl and 15 year old boy ï admitted to being 

disappointed that her teenage son no longer wanted to participate in the coin-tree 

custom: óThey just grow out of it, donôt they?ô she lamented. Her sonôs disinterest, 

however, appeared to make her more determined to encourage her daughterôs 

participation.  

Likewise, when a couple at Ingleton pointed out the coin-trees to their seven-year-

old daughter, she replied, to her parentsô bemusement: óBut itôs a waste of moneyô. 

Her surprisingly jaded response seemed to motivate her parents into participation: 

they helped her insert a coin and assured her that it was not a ówaste of moneyô, but 

was ófor making wishesô. As Wells asserts in her study of the tooth-fairy, many 

parents feel that such beliefs are óabsolutely necessary for the development of 

imagination in children, and that adults should do everything in their power to 

encourage beliefô (1991: 431). The coin-tree, therefore, provides an ideal vehicle for 

broadening a childôs cultural outlook, by offering them the chance to engage with a 

structure that combines elements of nature, art, and folklore, whilst simultaneously 

(in the opinions of some parents at least) maintaining their innocence by giving them 

the opportunity to playfully participate in a rather whimsical ritual. 

Tuleja, considering another child-centred folkloric custom, the tooth-fairy, notes that 

such practices grew in Britain at a rapid rate from the mid-20
th
 century, and he 

believes that one of the primary reasons was this rise of a óchild-directed family 

cultureô (1991: 413), which he terms the óCult of the Childô (1991: 414). This mid-
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20
th
-century shift may likewise account for the contemporary rise in the coin-tree 

custom. Because fewer adults would earnestly observe such a practice in the 20
th
 

century than they would have done in the 18
th
 or 19

th
 centuries (a factor explored in 

Chapter 6), there were no ideally situated contemporary producers and consumers of 

the coin-trees ï until children came to the forefront of ritual play and participation. A 

custom is only observed if participants choose to participate, which may account for 

the dormancy of this practice throughout much of the 20
th
 century. By the 1990s, 

however, an ideal participatory group had emerged: families with children. The coin-

tree custom could therefore be successfully revived.    

 

3 ï THE DAWN OF THE DAY -TRIPPER 

As well as the rise of the child-centred family culture, Tuleja also attributes the mid-

20
th
-century growth of practices such as the tooth-fairy to the ógreater availability of 

discretionary incomeô (1991: 414). One aspect of this factor has already been 

explored; inflation causing a decrease in the subjective value of coins, leading to 

their utilisations as disposable and convenient deposits for the coin-tree custom. 

However, the greater availability of discretionary income played another role in the 

emergence of this practice. 

As is evident in Appendix 4.6, only a small minority (8%) of the contemporary 

participants interviewed were local residents (defined as living within 20 miles of the 

coin-tree site). Foreign tourists accounted for some (10%), but the majority group 

were domestic tourists on short breaks or day-trips (82%); a fact that is unsurprising 

considering the location of most coin-trees at popular natural heritage sites. Indeed, 

Van den Eynden (2010), studying plant-centred rituals in contemporary Scotland, 

opines that such customs are perpetuated primarily by curious tourists rather than 

local residents (2010: 243). As noted above, in order to survive, a custom requires an 

appropriate group of participants, and in the case of the coin-tree, the appropriate 

group is evidently tourists and day-trippers, of which there are clearly enough to 

perpetuate the custom. However, numbers of people with both the ability and 

inclination to visit sites of natural heritage have not always been so prodigious.  



115 
 

As Yale observes, ó[a]lthough the appeal of the countryside seems obvious at the 

start of the twenty-first century, this has not always been the caseô (2004: 9.1). In the 

early 1900s, the concept of walking as a pleasure pursuit, as well as an appreciation 

of rural scenery, was confined to the upper classes (Patmore 1972: 11). However, 

over the 20
th
 century this changed. As Britain became increasingly urban, the 

popularity of the countryside as a holiday destination rose in tandem (Yale 2004: 

9.23); people from all classes became eager to escape the cities, if only for a day. 

Consequently, walking has become Britainôs most popular outdoor activity, as well 

as a common feature of domestic tourist trips within the British Isles, 70% of which 

now involve recreational walks (The Ramblersô Association 2010: 1).  

The 20
th
 century saw not only a rise in peopleôs desires to spend their leisure time 

walking in rural areas, but also a rapid increase in their abilities to do so. Although 

the tourist industry was well-established in Britain by 1940 (Tinniswood 1998: 159), 

it was not until the 1960s that mass tourism developed, and holidays became a 

common feature of peopleôs lives, regardless of social class (Barton 2005). Since 

then, cultural and heritage tourism in Britain have been increasing (Markwell et al. 

1997), and there are a number of reasons for this. 

Disposable income, an increase in leisure time, and the advent of paid holiday-leave 

are three major contributing factors (Barton 2005). Transportation is another, with 

the mobility of a personal car bringing what Patmore terms óincomparably greater 

freedom to recreational travelô (1972: 12), allowing drivers far more choice in where 

and when they went. Car ownership in Britain has been multiplying rapidly since the 

pre-war years: 109,000 in 1919, one milli on in 1930, two million by 1939 (Patmore 

1972: 12), four million in 1950 ï to over 34 million in 2010 (Department for 

Transport 2011: 1). In 1951, 14% of households had access to a car; this figure had 

risen to 75% by 2010 (Department of Transport 2011: 4).  

As Tinniswood writes, ó[f]rom very early on in its history, [the car] was advertised 

and marketed as a way for the town-dweller to discover the countrysideô (1998: 160), 

and this is certainly what it achieves. This increased mobility has given people 

greater opportunity to explore areas of natural heritage, which may otherwise have 

been inaccessible. My own fieldwork at the coin-tree sites illustrates this. Of the 33 

sites visited, only four were easily accessible from a city using public transport: 
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Hardcastle Crags, Padley Gorge, Marbury Park, and Arnside Knott. Other sites 

would have required multiple train and bus journeys, as well as many hours in 

transit, and so I opted to use a car. It is easy to appreciate, therefore, why people ï 

especially families with younger children ï are more inclined, or able, to visit sites of 

natural heritage now that 75% or so of households have access to a car.   

Transportation to a site is not, however, the only contributing factor to level of 

accessibility; land ownership is another integral aspect. Historically, the majority of 

land in the British Isles has been privately owned; consequently very little was 

accessible to the public (Yale 2004: 9.25). This has gradually been changing 

throughout the 20
th
 century, no doubt due to the realisation that heritage tourism had 

developed major economic value for Britain. In 1949, for example, the óNational 

Parks and Access to the Countryside Actô was passed, creating many public rights of 

way (Patmore 1972: 242). In 1972, the Woodland Trust was created to safeguard 

forests (Yale 2004: 9.22), and the launch of the National Lottery in 1994 resulted in 

prodigious increases in funding for the conservation of natural heritage sites (Yale 

2004: 1.25). Finally in 2000, the new óCountryside and Rights of Way Actô shifted 

the balance of rights from the landowners in favour of public accessibility (Yale 

2004: 9.25).   

The current economic climate has also greatly influenced the level of tourism at 

natural heritage sites. The 2008 recession led to a general decrease in disposable 

income, and consequently many people in Britain chose domestic breaks and day-

trips rather than holidays abroad. Indeed, Fiona Reynolds, Director-General of the 

National Trust, declares that ó2009 was the year of the staycationô (2010: 40), noting 

that visitor numbers to National Trust properties rose by 17.5%. Jenny Abramsky, 

Chair of the Heritage Lottery Fund, observes the same boom in the domestic tourist 

industry, with visits to English Heritage properties having risen by 17% during the 

summer of 2009 (2010: 1).  

Even for those less affected by the poor economic climate of the late 2000s/early 

2010s, short breaks to the British countryside are evidently increasingly appealing. 

Since the 1990s, there has been a rise in what Prentice terms ósecondaryô holidays, 

with many people taking a domestic, ósecondaryô trip as well as holidaying abroad 

(1993: 3). And with the growing ease with which people can access natural heritage 
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sites, such trips easily fit into a single day, resulting in the increasingly popular day-

trip. A survey conducted by VisitEngland, VisitScotland, and Visit Wales, for 

example, reveals that during 2012, the British took a total of 1,712 million day-trips 

to tourist sites, an increase of 11% from 2011 (2012 Great Britain Day Visits Survey 

2012: 46), and as the majority of day-trippers tend to head for the countryside (Yale 

2004: 1.31), it is unsurprising that coin-tree sites experience high volumes of 

visitors. 

 

4 ï AVAILA BILITY: A CHANGE IN FORESTRY POLICY  

Just as a custom requires suitable participants in order to be successfully revived and 

disseminated, it also requires physical availability. As explored above, coins became 

more available throughout the 20
th
 century, probably contributing to the rise of the 

coin-tree custom. However, there is another necessary component to this practice: 

the tree.  

With woodland covering an estimated 3.1 million hectares of the United Kingdom 

(Forestry Commission 2012: 8), it seems unlikely that a shortage of trees would have 

prevented or delayed the dissemination of the coin-tree custom. However, living 

trees account for only 17% of all coin-trees catalogued; it is instead logs and wooden 

fragments (coarse woody debris; CWD) which are more commonly appropriated for 

this custom, accounting for 41%, and until the start of the 21
st
 century CWD was 

actively removed by forest management. In 1996, Peterken writes that the aim of 

management was óto utilise the timber and wood, not to allow it to decayô, because: 

accumulations of fallen wood are regarded as breeding grounds for beetles, 

which might then infect living treesédead wood is not allowed to 

accumulate, because it is óuntidyôéTypically, therefore, managed woods 

contain unnaturally small amounts of CWD (1996: 396)  

Up to and including the 1990s, therefore, logs were not left in situ, and so were not 

readily available for potential coin-tree participants. In 2002, however, this policy 

changed. The Forestry Commission published a guide offering the opposite advice, 

recommending against the removal of CWD and advocating instead that decaying 

timber should be left in situ (Forestry Commission 2002).  
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The promotion of deadwood stems from the benefits it provides in the natural 

environment, as illustrated by Harmon et al. (1986), Hodge and Peterken (1998), and 

Packham et al. (1992: 256-258). As well as playing key roles in carbon storage, soil 

nutrient cycling, and hydrological processes, deadwood left in situ also provides 

support and shelter for a wide range of species (Hodge and Peterken 1998; 100; 

Forestry Commission 2002: 3-4).  

The benefits of leaving CWD in situ having been circulated to forest wardens and 

rangers countrywide resulted in the wide availability of logs, which could then be 

appropriated for the coin-tree custom. Indeed, Chris Moseley, a ranger at Marbury, 

Cheshire (Appendix 2.31), cited the 2002 Forestry Commission guide as the reason 

for why they had left the coin-tree log of MP2 in situ rather than removing it once it 

had fallen, as they would have done a decade earlier (pers. comm. 16/08/2012). 

Although the change aimed to encourage the leaving of deadwood in situ for 

ecological reasons, it inadvertently led to cultural benefits, providing a vast supply 

of ócanvasesô for the coin-tree custom.  

This recent change in Forestry Commission policy probably does not account for the 

initial revival of the custom, if the coin-tree custodians are correct when they 

estimate creation dates in the late 1990s for the sites of Bolton Abbey, Lydford 

Gorge, and Tarr Steps. However, the remaining (dateable) contemporary coin-trees 

were purportedly all coined from 2002 onwards, directly coinciding with the reversal 

of forestry policy. This reversal therefore, resulting in a new, widespread availability 

of logs, may be the primary reason for why the 2000s witnessed such a rapid 

resurgence in the coin-tree custom.  

 

5 ï óFOLKLORE 2.0ô 

With the establishment of a child-centred family culture, the rise in domestic tourism 

and countryside day-tripping, and the greater availability of the necessary materials, 

the late 1990s/early 2000s evidently provided the ideal environmental conditions for 

the revival of the coin-tree. It also provided abundant opportunity for the customôs 

dissemination, with the rise of a new, technologically-mediated form of 

communication: the Internet.  
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It has already been noted that folklorists predicted the loss of folklore as a result of 

the rise of mass culture and technology (Bascom 1965: 296). However, Blank (2009; 

2012) asserts that such predictions are unfounded, attesting instead that technological 

developments are not detrimental to the survival, transmission, creation, and 

performance of folk culture ï but that they are actually beneficial to these processes. 

He asserts that ófolklore flourishes on the Internetô (2012: 13), and believes that new 

media technology ï from laptops and tablets to mobile telephones ï is now so deeply 

integrated into our communication practices that it has become an instrumental 

óconduit of folkloric transmissionô (2012: 4).  

There are certainly enough similarities between face-to-face and computer-mediated 

communication to support the theory that vernacular expression transmitted online 

can constitute folklore (Fernback 2003; Kibby 2005; Bronner 2009). This evinces 

the flexibility with which ófolkloreô must be approached. I defined ófolkloreô above 

as traditional customs, beliefs, and legends transmitted orally, but oral transmission 

has come to include web-based communication, thus altering ï and greatly extending 

ï the definitional parameters of ófolkloreô. It also alters the scale of such 

transmissions. As early as 1996, Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1996) was noting the 

Internetôs efficacy for transmitting folklore, and in 2005 Dundes asserted that 

ófolklore continues to be alive and well in the modern world, due in part to increased 

transmission via e-mail and the Internetô (2005: 406). Thompson, who describes 

online folklore as óFolkore 2.0ô (2012: 58), likewise states that ófolklore is enjoying a 

tremendous renaissance onlineô (2012: 53). 

It is unsurprising, therefore, that the transmission of information regarding the coin-

tree custom is prodigiously evident on the Internet (Chapters 2 and 3). Coin-tree 

related online articles, forum threads, and personal blogs tend to follow a similar 

pattern: the author (or instigator of the thread) writes a piece of varying length 

concerning a particular coin-tree site, and comments are subsequently added by 

people who have read this piece and wish to inform the author of other coin-tree sites 

they are familiar with. On the website Wild About Britain (Anonymous 2007), for 

example, a forum post in 2007 concerning the Dovedale coin-trees elicited seven 

responses, two of which refer to other coin-trees: óIôve seen this at the Fairy Glen 

RSPB reserve near Rosemarkie on the Black Isleô (2010) and óI came across a 
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similar feature at Bolton Abbey in Yorkshire a couple of years agoô (2010). 

Likewise, on Amusing Planet (Anonymous 2009) a blog-post about coin-trees led to 

six comments referring to other sites. The Internet therefore functions as a 

convenient conduit for the exchange of information regarding the locations of coin-

trees. People who may have been aware of one coin-tree site can learn of many 

others, and in some cases, specific directions are given to these sites so that the 

readers can locate them.  

A particularly illustrative example of the disseminating powers of the Internet is a 

thread on the Sheffield Forum entitled óHow can I find the money tree on Wadsley 

Common?ô (2009). The creator of the thread claims that she and her children heard 

of the Wadsley/Loxley coin-tree but have óbeen looking for a year now and canôt 

find it anywhere!ô She appeals to her fellow forum members for advice, and is not 

disappointed: as well as comments regarding other coin-trees, three forum members 

respond with directions. One person sent a link to Google Maps on which the coin-

treeôs location has been pinpointed, whilst another person wrote: 

i know where it is! if you park in the top car park and walk down the path onto 

the big field carry on down to the bottom and turn right towards the woods 

when ur into the woods its [sic.] on the little hill just before it drops down to 

the other side bang in the middle of the path, hope u find it! (2009) 

This forum thread also elicited responses from others who were hoping to locate the 

Loxley coin-tree themselves. Some were successful, such as the threadôs instigator, 

who announced two weeks after her original post: óThank you, thank you all who 

helped! We finally found the tree today by combining all the helpful tipsô (2009). 

Others, however, were not successful; another forum member, for example, declared, 

óSpent 4 hours looking for the damned thing. None of the dog walking locals had 

heard of it either. So, we made our own!ô (2009). In both cases the custom of the 

coin-tree has been perpetuated via the Internet: in one case, the contribution to the 

existing coin-tree and in another, the creation of a new one. Both cases were fostered 

by this forum, clearly demonstrating how computer-mediated communication 

facilitates the transmission and dissemination of folklore.   

In some cases, the readers of these posts and forum threads are not familiar with 

coin-trees, and it is therefore the Internet which provides them with the knowledge of 

this customôs existence. In the Loxley coin-tree thread on the Sheffield Forum, one 
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member states, óI know the common very well, and never heard of this story. ill [sic.] 

certainly be on the look out next time im [sic.] up there!ô (2009). Likewise, on the 

Sheffield Wildlife forum, an entry about the Padley Gorge coin-trees led to one 

commenter exclaiming, óIôll certainly keep my eyes peeled when Iôm out in 

Derbyshire againô (2008). A person commenting on the entry on Amusing Planet 

similarly declares that, óI have lived in England all my life walked in many woods 

and trailséand have never come across these trees before, but sure will do some 

research and post a definitive guide on my blogô (2009). 

This method of dissemination is evident in academic environments also. In April 

2013, I received a number of emails from fellow researchers directing me to a 

Contemporary History and Archaeology in Theory (CHAT) email thread entitled 

óCoins and Treesô. Archaeologist John Winterburn had contacted his fellow CHAT 

members, describing a recent encounter with the Portmeirion and Snowdon coin-

trees and asking if members were aware of other examples. This request elicited 10 

responses (11 including my own), with researchers and heritage professionals from 

institutions such as Reading University, University College London, the University 

of Manchester, Linnaeus University, Stanford University, and English Heritage, all 

contributing their own theories, knowledge, and experiences of coin-trees. 

Computer-mediated communication has therefore facilitated the dissemination of 

folklore research as well as folklore itself. Indeed, as detailed in Chapter 3, much of 

my initial research on the coin-tree custom was conducted online, with the use of 

forums, blogs, online articles, and emails.  

The Internet provides ideal conditions for the transmission and dissemination of the 

coin-tree custom for two primary reasons. Firstly, it offers what Kibby (2005) terms 

a rapid and effective ódistribution mechanismô, computer-mediated communication 

allowing for the quick (indeed, instant), widespread, and easy exchange of 

information (Blank 2009: 8). Secondly, it is not restricted geographically. Thompson 

(2012) and McNeill (2009; 2012) both observe that the Internet has altered not only 

how the ófolkô communicate and transmit folklore, but also what constitutes the 

ófolkô. Because of the global discourse of the Internet, cultural identity is no longer 

necessarily equated with geography and therefore a ófolk groupô has no need for a 

geographical base (Thompson 2012: 55). A person can be sitting at their computer 



122 
 

exchanging information about the coin-tree custom with someone in a different 

county, country, or even continent. 

The rapid, geographically-unbound distribution mechanism of the Internet may 

therefore account for the seemingly sporadic patterns of dissemination witnessed 

across the British Isles. As explored above, Map 4 (Appendix 1.2) illustrates that the 

coin-tree custom did not disperse in a logical pattern from one focal point, spreading 

from north to south for example, but that it appears to have emerged almost 

simultaneously at locations as distant as Yorkshire and Devon. This is probably due 

in part to the increase in domestic travel; it is not unlikely that a person visited 

Bolton Abbey one year and then visited Lydford Gorge the next, disseminating the 

custom over 300 miles south of where they originally witnessed it. However, it is 

probably also due to the Internet.  

The Internet became an increasingly staple feature of many households during the 

2000s, with the percentage of UK households boasting Internet access rising from 

9% in 1998 to 42% at the start of 2002, and escalating from there (Office for 

National Statistics 2010). It is probably no coincidence that this coincides with the 

rapid early-21
st
-century dissemination of the coin-tree custom. If the ófolkô of the 21

st
 

century are no longer bound by geography then the dissemination of 21
st
-century 

folklore is not either, and the coin-tree custom was able to spread rapidly and widely 

across the British Isles via computer-mediated communication.  

 

6 ï CONCLUSION 

When Archbishop Whately advised that óalmost every system of superstition, in 

order to be rightly understood, should beéread backwardsô (1860: 196), he assumed 

a neat, linear progression, leading the researcher back from the present-day to a 

specific point of origin. Likewise, when Peter at Portmeirion described the coin-trees 

as a ócontinuation of folkloreô and claimed that the custom is ósomething we may not 

really believe in anymore but we do it just because weôve always done itô, he also 

implied that while the beliefs and notions behind a custom may evolve over time, the 

physical custom itself has a traceable continuity. However, as this chapter has 

demonstrated, this is not always (if ever) the case. 
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The origins of the coin-tree are far too complex and convoluted to simply óread 

backwardsô. Rather than a successive line of evolving customs, the coin-tree has 

proven itself to be more an amalgamation of numerous strands of traditions, beliefs, 

and substitutions, with individual coin-trees óevolvingô at different rates and in 

varying orders. As Clifford observes: óMetaphors of continuity and ñsurvivalò do not 

account for complex historical processes of appropriation, compromise, subversion, 

masking, invention, and revivalô (1988: 338).  

There was not one single practice or belief which led to the original emergence of 

the coin-tree custom, but rather a myriad: the treeôs history of ritual and folkloric 

employment; the treeôs relationship with the holy well and the act of deposition; the 

rag-tree and the notion of contagious transfer; and the implantation of disease via the 

use of pins, nails, and bodily substances. The coinôs rise to the forefront of ritual 

deposition is likewise the result of numerous strands: the imbuement of folk-

remedial and apotropaic powers to the coin because of its material and the image it 

bears; the coinôs status as a symbol of value and exchange; and the decreasing value 

of the coin combined with its increased ubiquity resulting in its employment as a 

convenient ritual deposit.  

The above factors were all combined in various ratios and sequences, leading to the 

creation of the coin-tree custom. Their contemporary re-emergence, however, is the 

result of an entirely different set of processes. The mid/late-20
th
-century rise in the 

óchild-directed family cultureô (Tuleja 1991: 413) produced an ideal participatory 

group, as did the rapid growth of domestic tourism, which reflects an increase in the 

number of people not only with an inclination to visit British sites of natural 

heritage, but with the ability to do so. The 2002 Forestry Commission guide, 

recommending that deadwood be left in situ rather than removed, accounts for the 

greater availability of logs necessary for this custom. And the early-21
st
-century 

growth of the Internet produced an effective dissemination mechanism, enabling the 

wide and rapid transmission of folklore on what Kibby (2005) believes to be an 

unprecedented scale. 

In conclusion, the contemporary coin-tree has not prospered despite the modernity of 

its environment, but because of it. The 21
st
 century, with its shifted family values, 

mass domestic tourism, and boom in technologically-mediated communication, 
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proves to provide the ideal environmental conditions under which folklore can, and 

does, flourish. And so, when Benedict stated that ófolklore has not survived as a 

living trait in modern civilizationô (1932: 292), she could not have been more 

mistaken. 
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CHAPTER 5: CONTEMPORARY ENGAGEMENT  

 

 

 

It is a warm and sunny day in Cumbria during the May half-term holidays (2012), 

and the footpath which hugs the shore of Tarn Hows is teeming with walkers. The 

route around the lake, however, is not strenuous, and so many are walking with 

children. Nearly all have stopped to examine the primary coin-tree, a densely-coined 

uprooted stump which rests on a raised earthen bank, its eastern end overhanging 

the path. It is particularly conspicuous because the sunlight is accentuating the 

lustre of the coins, and their neat, longitudinal arrangement along the bark makes 

their distribution appear precise and deliberate. 

A family of three from Newcastle-under-Lyme, Staffordshire, who are on holiday in 

Cumbria, turn the corner of the path and are immediately greeted by the sight of the 

coin-tree. The mother is English, the father French, and both are in their forties. 

Their daughter is in her early teens. The parents, walking a little ahead, notice the 

coin-tree instantly and stop to examine it. 

Walkers congregating around an Ingleton coin-tree, Yorkshire (Photograph by author) 


