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	In contrast to the relatively benign selkie-folk, the Orkney's Finfolk were a dark and gloomy race of sorcerers, feared and mistrusted by mortals.
The tales dealing with the Finfolk are intriguing, appearing to contain elements from a number of distinctly different sources. However, it seems most likely that our sea dwelling Finfolk were primarily based on the "Finns" of Norwegian tradition - the indigenous inhabitants of Northern Norway who were also known for their "magical powers". 

Over time elements of various distinct tales became grafted to the exploits of these magicians - including, for example, a great number of elements acquired from the tales of the now forgotten Huldrefolk. The resultant confusion with other aspects of Norse and Orcadian myth leaves us the Finfolk and selkie folklore we have today. 

In Orkney, the Finfolk retained the Norway Finns' reputation for being powerful sorcererors, although there are actually very few tales where they wield this supposed power.

But whatever the source of the legends, the Orcadian explanation for the name "Finfolk" was simple - they had fishlike fins. These fins were said to be cunningly disguised, so that when viewed by a mortal they looked like flowing articles of clothing. 

Unlike the Selkie Folk who were restricted - according to some tales at least - in the times they could come ashore, the Finfolk were truly amphibious. They came and went as they pleased, venturing between their world and the mortal realm as they wished.

They led a nomadic lifestyle, spending the long Orkney winters in the luxury of Finfolkaheem, a majestic city, usually said to be at the bottom of the sea. In the summer, however, they returned to Orkney where they took up residence on the mystical island Hildaland - one of Orkney's magical vanishing islands. Tradition has it that Hildaland was later taken from the Finfolk and renamed Eynhallow.

The Finfolk shared one common trait with Orkney's land-dwelling hill-folk and trows. They had an unfortunate penchant for stealing away mortals.

They would spirit away their captives, taking them to their magical hidden homes where they generally remained captive for the rest of their days. These unfortunates were usually kidnapped in order to become the wife or husband of one of the Finfolk. As is detailed elsewhere, the Finwife had good reason for acquiring a mortal husband.

Beneath these legends relating to these sea-abductions it is clear how the malevolent influence of the Finfolk could have been used to explain away the many disappearances and deaths at sea. Imagine a grief stricken mother sat in a silent croft by a raging sea - would it not be better to hope that your lost son had been taken by the sea folk, perhaps to return again, alive and well, some day?

In common with many of Orkney's other supernatural inhabitants, the Finfolk's departure from the islands was blamed on the arrival of Christianity. 

There were two distinct divisions within the ranks of the Finfolk - these were, unsurprisingly, the Finman and the Finwife. The tales of the Finmen generally make up the bulk of the folklore and are fairly standard in their descriptions of the gloomy creatures.


The Mermaid - Daughter of the Finfolk
"The mermaid is the loveliest creature on a' Geud's earth, or in a' the wide sea."
Anonymous Orcadian
In Orcadian folklore, the mermaid was that daughter of a Finman. 
As such she began her life as a mermaid, typically beautiful with a long, glistening fish tail, tresses of golden hair, snow-white skin and a face that was beyond compare.

This young mermaid had but one goal in her life - to acquire a mortal husband. It was only then that she could discard her tail and become a beautiful mortal woman.

If she failed to attract or trap a mortal husband and was forced to marry one of her own kind, she was doomed to grow uglier and uglier.

According to the Orkney folklorist Walter Traill Dennison, during the first seven years of marriage to a Finman, the mermaid would gradually lose her exquisite loveliness. 

During the second seven years she became "no fairer than a mortal woman" and in the third seven years the mermaid degenerated into an ugly and repulsive Finwife.

The desire for a human husband was strong in the mermaid and for this reason they were often blamed for the disappearance of many handsome young men in the turbulent seas around Orkney.

The Northern Siren

However, it was not only the mermaid's exquisite form that was said to have the power of bewitching unfortunate mortals. Her beautiful singing voice was also enchanting and, like the Sirens of Greek mythology, had the power to ensnare anyone who heard it.

When the mermaid resorted to using her hypnotic singing to allure a man into her seductive embrace, the victim had but one chance of escape. 

Gathering his wits he had to recite the following charm, the only way in which the mermaid's spell would be broken:

"Geud tak a care o' me! Geud's neem,
I hear de mermaid sing; 
Hid's bonnie, bonnie, bit no sae bonnie, 
As Geud's bells I heeven ring."

The Debate over the Mermaid's Tail

The mermaid's tail was a subject hotly debated by the storytellers of yesteryear. 

Some had it that in the water the mermaid had a fish tail that was a part of her body. Others, however, were adamant that her tail was nothing more than a skirt that fastened around her waist. 

When the mermaid was on land this skirt formed a beautiful embroidered petticoat while at sea it was gathered together at the bottom into a tail-like garment that covered her feet.

	Monsters of the Deep 
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	Accounts and Sightings of Mermaids

"And I have heard a hundred times more about mermaids from the lips of Orkney peasants than I have ever saw in books."
Walter Traill Dennison 
Despite Walter Traill Dennison's statement - quoted above - documented mermaid tales in Orkney are few and far between. Far more common are the tales of the selkie-folk and the finfolk.
However, a few historical records show that the sea was not merely home to long-necked behemoths. There are actually a few accounts with creatures that the witnesses referred to as "mermaids".

The Deerness Mermaid
What is probably the most famous sighting of a mermaid took place over a few summers around 1890. At this time there were a series of sightings of a mysterious creature that came to be known as "the Deerness Mermaid".

A regular visitor to Newark Bay in Deerness, the mermaid went on to achieve considerable fame with hundreds of eyewitnesses swearing to the validity of their encounters. From documented reports it appears that the creature stayed some distance from the shore so exact details are vague.

But one account does provide a good description of a sighting and, as you will see, it was a far cry from the archetypal storybook mermaid:

"It is about six to seven feet in length, has a little black head, with neck, a snow white body and two arms, and in swimming it just appears like a human being. At times it will appear to be siding on a sunken rock, and will wave and work its hands." 

The Hoy Sea Woman
Another mermaid encounter was reported in 1913, and details the multiple sightings of a mermaid in the deep waters off the south eastern coastline of Hoy.

In this case the crew of a Longhope fishing boat, at the creels off the Old Man of Hoy, claimed they had witnessed the mermaid rising from the waters of the Pentland Firth. The creature, they said, rose to a height of three feet above the waves and was described as being like a lady with a shawl draped around her shoulders.

This sighting was their third encounter with the mysterious sea-woman although the account makes no mention as to whether she preferred to frequent the same stretch of water or whether all three sightings had taken place in different locations.

The King's Mirror

What is intriguing about the Hoy mermaid account is the similarity between it and a medieval Norse text called "The King's Mirror". Within this text the author gives a description of a merman encounter at sea:

"This monster is tall and of great size and rises straight out of the water. It has shoulders like a man's but no hands. It's body appears to grow narrower from the shoulders down, so that the lower down it has been observed the more slender it has seemed to be. But no-one has ever observed it closely enough to determine whether its body has scales like a fish or skin like a man. Whenever the monster has shown itself, men have always been sure that a storm would follow."

This ancient account describes perfectly the creature the Hoy fishermen encountered three times in 1913. 

But what was it? 

Creature of the deep or atmospheric phenomenon?
A recent study of atmospheric conditions may hold the answer and it could be that "Hoy Sea Woman" type sightings owe more to an optical illusion than to denizens of the sea. 

The clues lie in the strange, elongated shape of the creature and the fact that storms generally followed their sightings. In the cold northern waters surrounding Orkney, the warmer air that precedes a storm mixes in a layer over the sea, creating a swirling mass of air. This vortex of air, constantly changing temperature, acts as a distorting lens that exaggerates the height of an object at sea level but not its width.

Seen through this distorting wall of air the top of a seal's head or even a rock can appear like the towering mermaid described in both accounts.

From http://www.orkneyjar.com/folklore/finfolk/index.html



    
  Mermaids are known by different names in different parts of the world:
Ben-Varry or Dinny-Mara - Isle of Man 



Mermaid Ceasg - Scottish highland

Merman Gwragedd Annwn - Lake Maidens of Welsh legends.  Annwn is the Celtic underworld.

Liban - called sanctified Mermaid whose form is seen in carvings in Christian churches

Melusine - One of the most famous European Mermaids. She had a double tail.

Merrow - Irish Mermaids whose appearance was dreaded because it heralded the coming of storms

General Information on Mermaids


Mer-People (Mermaids and Mermen) are Water-Folk who live primarily beneath the sea. Mermaids are the guardians and avengers of women. They can predict storms and future events. Some can even grant wishes. They are great teachers of wisdom and knowledge. 


Water spirits can replenish our energy. They refresh and renew our spirits. Undines are usually female. The Undines work to awaken our deepest emotions. They stimulate our compassion and intuition. Just like guardian angels, each of us has an undine to watch over our life. 


Mermen are generally considered uglier and by far less kindly than mermaids. They have no interest in mankind, unlike mermaids who often try to seduce human males, and are known for starting huge storms and drowning ships in ire and revenge if a mermaid is hurt. However, "Benwell... describes the Scandinavian Merman or Havmand as a handsome creature with a green or black beard, living on cliffs and shore hills as well as in the sea, and says that he was regarded as a beneficent creature." (An Encyclopedia of Fairies by Katharine Briggs) 


Some, Mermen though, would warn of danger and be helpful, or even bring young sailor men down beneath the sea with them, where the men would either drown or live in blissful happiness, "depending on their captor's attitude" 

From  www.jackowitch.com/mermaids2.html
Merfolk in the British Isles 

The British Isles too had their fair share of merfolk mythology. The Cornish knew mermaids as Merrymaids; the Irish knew them as Merrows or Muirruhgach and some sources write that they lived on dry land below the sea and had enchanted caps that allowed them to pass through the water without drowning, while the women were very beautiful the men had red noses, were piggy eyed, with green hair and teeth and a penchant for brandy. 

Merfolk and Christianity


There is a theory that during the suppression of pagan deities, the mermaid and other minor supernatural beings were not seen as a threat to the growth and popularity of Christian beliefs. Some writers even go so far as to believe that the Church actually believed in the mermaid mythology, and for two particular reasons; the first is that the mermaid served as a moral emblem of sin, the femme fatale label we know so well was nurtured with this form of thinking; and the second was the quality of evidence from contemporary and ancient authors on the existence of mermaids added to this 'belief' the Church found in mermaids.  Mermaids are the symbols of feminism, beauty, sexuality and fertility. However, the male-dominated Christian Church used the symbol of the mermaid to turn people from sin and the temptations of the flesh.

From  http://marinebio.org/Oceans/Mysteries/
The Mermaid
'Twas Friday morn when we set sail,
And we had not got far from land,
When the Captain, he spied a lovely mermaid,
With a comb and a glass in her hand.

Chorus
Oh the ocean waves may roll,
And the stormy winds may blow,
While we poor sailors go skipping aloft
And the land lubbers lay down below, below, below
And the land lubbers lay down below.

Then up spoke the Captain of our gallant ship,
And a jolly old Captain was he;
"I have a wife in Salem town,
But tonight a widow she will be."

Chorus

Then up spoke the Cook of our gallant ship,
And a greasy old Cook was he;
"I care more for my kettles and my pots,
Than I do for the roaring of the sea."

Chorus

Then up spoke the Cabin-boy of our gallant ship,
And a dirty little brat was he;
"I have friends in Boston town
That don't care a ha' penny for me."

Chorus

Then three times 'round went our gallant ship,
And three times 'round went she,
And the third time that she went 'round
She sank to the bottom of the sea.

Chorus

Married to a Mermaid

There was a gay young farmer,
Who liv'd on Salisbury plain;
He lov'd a rich Knight's daughter dear!
And she lov'd him again.
The Knight he was distressed,
That they should sweethearts be.
So he had the farmer soon pressed,
And sent him off to sea.
Singing Rule Britannia,
Britannia rules the waves
Britons never, never, never shall be slaves...

'Twas on the deep Atlantic,
Midst Equinoctial gales;
This young farmer fell overboard
Among the sharks and whales;
He disappeared so quickly,
So headlong down went he,
That he went out of sight
Like a streak of light
To the bottom of the deep blue sea.
Singing Rule Britannia,
Britannia rules the waves
Britons never, never, never shall be slaves...

We lowered a boat to find him,
We thought to see his corse,
When up to the top he came with a bang,
And sang in a voice so hoarse,
'My comrades and my messmates,
Oh, do not weep for me,
For I'm married to a mermaid,
At the bottom of the deep blue sea.'
Singing Rule Britannia,
Britannia rules the waves
Britons never, never, never shall be slaves...

He said that as he went down,
Great fishes he did see;
They seemed to think as he did wink,
That he was rather free.
But down he went so quickly,
Saying, ''Tis all up with me,'
When he met a lovely mermaid
At the bottom of the deep blue sea.
Singing Rule Britannia,
Britannia rules the waves
Britons never, never, never shall be slaves...

She came at once unto him,
And gave him her white hand,
Saying, 'I have waited long, my dear,
To welcome you to land.
Go to your ship and tell them,
You'll leave them all for me;
For you're married to a mermaid
At the bottom of the deep blue sea.'
Singing Rule Britannia,
Britannia rules the waves
Britons never, never, never shall be slaves...

The wind was fair, the sails set,
The ship was running free;
When we all went to the captain bold,
And told what we did see.
He went unto the ship's side,
And loudly bellowed he,
'Be happy as you can, my man,
At the bottom of the deep blue sea.'
Singing Rule Britannia,
Britannia rules the waves
Britons never, never, never shall be slaves...

A mermaid found a swimming lad, 
Picked him for her own, 
Pressed her body to his body, 
Laughed; and plunging down 
Forgot in cruel happiness 
That even lovers drown. 
-- William Butler Yeats

"Since once I sat upon a promontory,

And heard a mermaid on a dolphin's back

Uttering such dulcet and harmonious breath

That the rude sea grew civil at her song.

And certain stars shot madly from their spheres,

To hear the sea-maid's music ..." 

William Shakespeare's Love-In-Idleness
	Johnny Croy and his Mermaid Bride 
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	Long ago, Johnny Croy of Volyar was the bravest, boldest and bonniest man in all of Orkney. 
Many a fair lass cast longing glances towards young Johnny, but never a one did he care for.

Now it happened that one day Johnny went to seek driftwood on the shore on the west side of Sanday. 

The tide was well out, and he was threading his way through the big boulders under the crags.

Suddenly he heard the most lovely voice singing a strange sweet tune. 

For a moment he stood dumbfounded with the beauty of the music. It came from the other side of a big point of the crag and when Johnny peeped around it, he saw a wonderful sight. On a weed-covered rock sat a mermaid, combing her long hair. Like brightest gold it shone and flowed down over her white shoulders like sunshine over snow. A silvery, glistening petticoat hung down from her waist, the train of it folded together so that it lay behind her like the tail of a fish. 

And all the while she combed, she sang her bewitching song. 

Johnny Croy was overcome with love for this beautiful creature. 

She sat with her back to the sea, and he got down and crept quietly among the boulders to get between her and the water. Every glance he cast at her made his heart burn all the more. 

Quietly he crept up, coming within a few feet of her. 

Still she combed, and still she sang. Then Johnny sprang forward, threw his arms around her, and kissed her. She leaped to her feet - for two pretty white feet were under the silvery petticoats - and gave Johnny such a wallop that he was thrown flat on the rocks. 

Gathering here shimmering train over her arm, she ran down to the sea. As Johnny scrambled to his feet, he spied the sea maid’s golden comb on the sand. She was out in the water now, staring at him with all her eyes, angry at being so rudely kissed, yet with love growing fast in her heart. She knew well that only if she could take a mortal lover could she keep her youth and beauty. 

Johnny held up the golden comb and cried, "Thanks to thee, my bonny lass, for this love-token!"

The mermaid gave a bitter cry.

"Alas, alas! My golden comb! Oh, give me back my golden comb! To lose it will shame me before all my people! Oh, give me back my golden comb!"
"Oh no, my sweet!" says Johnny. "Come you and live on land with me, for never can I love another now."

"Not so," replied the mermaid. "I cannot live in your cold land. I cannot bide your black rain and your white snow. And your hot sun and smoky fires would wizen me up in a week. Come with me, my bonny lad. I’ll make you a chief among the Finfolk. Come away, come away with me."

"Oh, no," said Johnny. "You cannot entice me – I was not born yesterday. But come you to my stately house at Volyar. There I have plenty of gear; I have cows and sheep. I will make you mistress of all my store. Never shall you want for what I can give you."

But the mermaid shook her head.

"Come, come now with me, my bonnie man. I will set you in a crystal palace under the sea. There the sunbeams never blind, there the winds do not blow, and the raindrops never fall. Oh, come away with me, and be my love, and we shall both be happy as the day is long."

"It is for the lass to follow the lad," said Johnny Croy. "Just come away and bide with me, my darling Gem-de-Lovely." So there they stood, each tempting the other. And the longer they gazed, the better they loved. But at last Gem-de-Lovely saw folk coming far airway. Bidding Johnny farewell, she swam out to sea, singing mournfully, "Alas, alas. My golden comb. Alas, my bonnie man." 

Johnny watched her go, her golden locks shining over her white shoulders like sunbeams glinting over sea-foam. Then he went home with a sore heart but carrying the treasured golden comb. 

His mother was a Spae-Wife - a wise woman - and Johnny Croy told her his tale and asked her advice. 

"Great fool that you are!" said his mother sharply. "To fall in love with a sea maid when any land lass would be glad of you! But men will be fools all the world over. To bring this sea wife to you, you must keep her comb well hidden; it is her dearest treasure. Keep it, and you have power over her. But be wise, my son. Take my advice. Cast the comb into the sea, and forget her. The folk of the sea are not of God’s people."

But Johnny Croy could not do that. 

"Then," said Grannie Croy, "she may make a bright summer for you, but it will end in a woeful winter. I have seen that you will ride your own road, though you sink in the quagmire at its end. Only one I can save – I would it were you, my son. But what will be, will be." 

Well, Johnny went about his work like one bewitched, thinking all the while of his Gem-de-Lovely and the cautionary words of his mother. But he put the comb up safely for all that. 

Then came a night when he could not sleep for thinking of his lost love. Towards morning he dozed and at day-break was wakened by beautiful music. 

He lay a while as if enchanted - it was the voice that he had last heard at the shore. 

Opening his eyes he saw that Gem-de-Lovely was sitting at the foot of the bed, the most beautiful being that ever gladdened a man’s eyes. Her face was so fair, her hair so gleaming, and her dress so splendid that Johnny took her for a vision and tried to say a prayer. But never a word of prayer came to his lips. 

"My bonnie man," said the mermaid, "I’m come to ask again for my golden comb. I’m come to see if you will live with me in my crystal palace under the waves."

"‘No," said Johnny. "No, that I cannot do. But unless you bide with me now and be my loving wife, my heart will surely break."

"I will make you a fair offer," said Gem-de-Lovely. "I will be your wife. I will live here with you for seven years, if you will swear to come with me and all that’s mine, to see my own folk at the end of that time." At that, Johnny jumped out of bed, fell on his knees before her, and swore to keep the bargain. 

And so they were married. 

Gem-de-Lovely shivered and shook as they came to the kirk and stuffed her hair in her ears as the priest prayed. But folk soon forgot that, for a bonnier bride was never seen in Orkney. Her face was as lovely as the dawn; her dress shone with silver and gold; and every pearl in her necklace was as big as a cockle shell. 

Gem-de-Lovely was a frugal, loving wife to Johnny Croy. She baked the best bread in the island and brewed the strongest ale. She was the best spinner in all the countryside and for seven years everything at Volyar was in good order. The sheep and the cattle thrived and the barns were full. All things went merry as a Yuletide from one year to the next. But all good things must end; and the seventh year drew to a close. 

Then, you may believe there was a stir in making ready for a long sea voyage. Johnny said little, but he thought much. 

Gem-de-Lovely was brisk and busy and wore a far-away look. By now, the pair had seven bonny bairns, all as strong and well-favoured as their parents. Each of them in turn had been weaned in Grannie Croy’s little house and now she had the youngest sleeping in her own room. 

And what do you think Grannie Croy did on the eve of the day when the seven years ended?

She rose in the midnight and blew up the ashes in the fire. She made a cross of wire and heated it red-hot in the glowing embers. And then she laid the red-hot cross on the bare seat of the babe who screeched like a demon all the while. 

In the morning when they were fully equipped, Gem-de-Lovely walked down to the boat. And she was a picture. Stately and splendid as a queen in her shining dress with the great pearls gleaming on her neck, she came to the beach. 

There was her Goodman, Johnny Croy with her six eldest bairns. 

But there also was Grannie Croy, sitting on a stone with the tear in her eye. 

Gem-de-Lovely sent up the servants to Grannie Croy’s little house to bring the seventh bairn down in his cradle. Back they came, telling her that the four of them could not budge it one inch. 

A cloud came over her beautiful face. She ran up to the house and tried to move the cradle - not an inch would it budge. 

She flung back the blanket to lift the babe out in her arms. But the moment she touched him she felt a dreadful burning and started back with a wild scream. Down to the beach she ran, her head hanging and the tears streaming from her deep blue eyes. And all the while, Grannie Croy sat on the stone with the tears on her cheek and a half-smile on her lips. 

As the boat pushed off, they heard Gem-de-Lovely lamenting sore.

"Alas, alas, for my bonnie boy! Alas, that I must leave one to live and die on dry land!" 
The wind blew, the sail filled and the boat turned to the west and swiftly disappeared. Johnny Croy and his fair wife and their six eldest bairns inhere never more seen in Orkney. 

But Grannie Croy nursed up the babe that was left and named him Corsa Croy - Croy of the Cross. He grew up the bravest, the boldest and the bonniest man in the islands. 

When his grandmother died, Corsa Croy took to the sword. Far over seas he advent on crusade to fight the Pagans in the Holy Land. And men said that enemies fell before his blade like thistles to the reaping-hook. 

Corsa Croy became rich and famous. He married a great jarl’s daughter and settled in the south country. He and his wife had many bairns and long life and happiness, for the descendants of the sea-folk are always handsome and always lucky.


From http://www.orkneyjar.com/folklore/jcroy.htm
