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Dedication

For the keepers of local stories - the vicars 

who wrote it down, the farmers who 

remembered, and the archivists who filed it 

away for someone to find later.

And for those who vanished, whether from a

cliff path, a village lane, or a lighthouse rock

- may you be remembered.
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Introduction: Why Obscure 

Britain?

There is a Britain you will not find in the 

guidebooks.

It is not the Britain of Stonehenge at 

midsummer, or Loch Ness with its monster-

hunters, or the Tower of London with its 

ravens. Those places are famous because 

they are supposed to be mysterious. Their 

mystery is part of their marketing.

This book is about a different Britain - a 

Britain of twelve places where something 

happened that was never fully explained, 

where the explanation that was offered 

does not quite fit, and where, crucially, most

people have forgotten it ever happened at 

all.



I did not set out to write a book about the 

paranormal. I set out to write a book about 

forgetting.

A few years ago I was walking in East Devon 

after snow - a rare thing now - and a farmer 

told me about the Devil walking across his 

grandfather's roof in 1855. I thought he was 

joking. He wasn't. He showed me a cutting 

from the Illustrated London News his family 

had kept. A single line of hoof prints, going 

for miles, over houses, over rivers. I had 

never heard of it. I am a man who thought 

he knew British folklore.

That was the first clue that there was a 

whole layer of stories that had slipped 

through the cracks - too well-documented 

to be called legend, too strange to be called

history, and therefore ignored by both.

The twelve mysteries in this book were 

chosen by four rules I set myself at the start.



First, they had to be obscure.

Not unknown to specialists, but unknown to 

the general public. The Green Children of 

Woolpit are in every folklore encyclopedia, 

but ask ten people in Woolpit today and 

perhaps one knows the full story of William 

de Cockfield. The Cursing Stone of Carlisle 

was on national news in 2005, but how many 

people outside Cumbria could tell you 

where it is now?

Second, they had to have real evidence.

I did not want stories that begin "my friend's 

aunt once said." Each chapter is built on 

contemporary records - a logbook, a 

newspaper report, a police log, a coroner's 

file, an excavation report, a Board of 

Inquiry. I have been to the archives. I have 

read the faded ink. That does not mean the 

official explanation is correct - often it is 

clearly incomplete - but it means we are not 

dealing with invention.



Third, they had to be rooted in place.

You should be able to visit, or at least stand

near, every location in this book. I wanted 

mysteries you could walk into. The Flannan 

Isles are hard to reach, Imber is inside a 

firing range, Gurness is reburied - but they 

are real places on real maps. I give grid 

references and access notes in the 

appendices not as an invitation to trespass,

but as a reminder that mystery is not 

somewhere else. It is here.

Fourth, they had to span time.

One of the joys of Britain is its depth. A 

mystery from 1150 and a mystery from 2022 

can both be British, and both can tell us 

something about how we make sense of the 

unexplained. The Green Children tell us 

about medieval ideas of other worlds. The 

Cursing Stone tells us about modern ideas 



of curses and public art. The Seaford Head 

skeleton and the Gurness stones tell us that

new obscure mysteries are still being 

created, right now, by erosion and climate 

change.

How to use this book.

Each chapter follows the same structure, 

because I wanted you to be able to 

compare. 

● Section 1 gives you the context - what 

was this place like before the mystery?

● Section 2 gives you the incident and 

the investigation - what happened, 

what was recorded, who came to look.

● Section 3 gives you the theories, my 

evaluation of the evidence, and the 

cultural legacy - why did we forget this,

and what does it mean that we did?



I have tried to keep my own voice out of the 

way. I am not a believer or a sceptic in the 

strict sense. I think some of these mysteries 

have prosaic explanations that have been 

lost, some have explanations that are still 

beyond us, and some are important 

precisely because they resist explanation.

My job is not to tell you what to believe, but 

to lay out what is known, what is claimed, 

and where the gaps are, so you can decide.

A note on tone. I have written this book 

warmly, as if I were telling you the story on a

long walk. That is deliberate. Many books 

about mysteries are written coldly, as if the 

writer is afraid of being thought gullible. I 

am not afraid of that. I think curiosity is a 

form of respect - respect for the people who

experienced these things, for the places 

that hold them, and for the reader who 

wants to understand, not just to be told.



If you read this book straight through, you 

will travel from 12th century Suffolk to 21st 

century Orkney, from a lighthouse rock in 

the Atlantic to a flooded underpass in 

Carlisle. If you dip in and out, each chapter 

stands alone.

At the end, in the back matter I have 

prepared for you, there are tools 

worksheets for visiting a site, a journal 

template for recording your own 

observations, exercises for evaluating 

evidence - because my hope is that this 

book does not end with these twelve 

mysteries. 

My hope is that it helps you find a 

thirteenth, near where you live. Every parish 

has a story like these, filed away, half-

remembered. Britain is not running out of 

mysteries. We are running out of people who

bother to look.



This is my atlas of the Britain we have 

forgotten. I hope it helps you remember.



Chapter 1: The Green Children 

of Woolpit - Suffolk's 12th 

Century Otherworldly Visitors



Section 1: Historical Context & 
Geographical Setting: Woolpit, 
Suffolk 12th Century

If you drive through Suffolk today, you will 

find Woolpit tucked between Bury St 

Edmunds and Stowmarket, a pretty village 

with a flint church, a couple of pubs, and 

that particular quiet that East Anglian 

villages do so well. It does not look like the 

sort of place where the boundary between 

worlds might wear thin. But names have 



memory. Woolpit gets its name from the old 

English wulf-pytt - wolf pits. Long before this

story, the landscape here was pitted with 

deep, concealed traps dug to catch wolves 

that still roamed the eastern forests.

Figure 1: Woolpit 1150 - Medieval Suffolk map 

showing wolf pit, St Mary's church, Richard de Calne

manor, River Gipping and harvest field. Timeline 

1135-1189 shows Anarchy to chroniclers recording.

To understand what happened here, you 

have to step back to the middle of the 12th 

century. This is not the tidy medieval 

England of later textbooks. This is the 



period historians call The Anarchy, the 

nineteen years when King Stephen and 

Empress Matilda fought for the crown and, 

as the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle put it, Christ 

and his saints slept. Government had 

collapsed into local power struggles. For 

ordinary people in Suffolk, that meant 

harvests that had to be defended, roads 

that were not safe, and villages that became

much more self-contained than they had 

been.

Woolpit in the 1150s was not isolated in the 

modern sense. It was on the edge of the 

great wool trade that would later make 

Suffolk rich. The forests were being cleared, 

the heavy clay soils were being worked, and 

the village sat near the old Roman road. But

life was still intensely local. Most people 

never travelled more than ten miles from 

where they were born. The world beyond 

was rumor, travelers' tales, and whatever the

priest said at mass.



That matters because the way medieval 

people recorded strange events was 

completely different from ours. We want 

police reports, photographs, forensic 

evidence. They had chroniclers - usually 

monks - who collected stories that seemed 

meaningful, moral, or wondrous. They were 

not trying to fool anyone. They were trying 

to make sense of a world where the natural 

and supernatural were not separate 

categories. A harvest failing, a child born 

with a difference, a strange light in the sky - 

these were all read as signs.

Two men wrote down what happened in 

Woolpit, and without them we would have 

nothing. William of Newburgh, writing in 

Yorkshire around 1189, was known as a 

relatively skeptical chronicler for his time. 

He liked to check his sources. The other was

Ralph of Coggeshall, abbot of the Cistercian

abbey at Coggeshall in Essex, only about 

twenty miles from Woolpit. Ralph was closer, 



writing nearer to the event, and he claimed 

to have spoken to people who knew the 

people involved. When both of them tell 

essentially the same story with different 

details, historians pay attention.

So picture the scene. Late summer, harvest 

time. The reapers are out in the fields. The 

wolf pits - old, overgrown, deep holes 

covered with branches - are still there on 

the edge of the village, remnants of an older

landscape. And from one of them, voices 

are heard. Not English voices. Not even 

voices anyone recognized.

What makes Woolpit perfect for our Hidden 

Britain atlas is exactly this layering. The 

geography is real - you can still visit the 

church, you can walk the lanes. The history 

is real - the Anarchy, the wool trade, the 

Cistercian network that carried news. And 

the mystery sits right on top of it, not as a 

ghost story added later for tourists, but as 



something the people at the time genuinely 

did not know how to explain and wrote 

down anyway.

Section 2: The Incident & 
Contemporary Records: Green 
Children Emergence and 
Accounts



Figure 2: Green Children emergence timeline - 

harvesters discover green children in wolf pit, 

green-tinged skin and unknown clothes, beans-only

diet, boy dies, girl learns English and describes St 

Martin's Land twilight world. Sources: William of 

Newburgh & Ralph of Coggeshall.

The story, as both chroniclers tell it, is 

disarmingly simple at first. At harvest time, 

the villagers found two children - a boy and 

a girl - beside one of the old wolf pits. They 

were small, perhaps seven or eight years 

old, though age is hard to judge in the 

accounts. Their skin was tinted green. Not 

painted, not sickly, but a distinct green hue, 

especially on their arms and faces. Their 

clothes were made from a material no one 

recognized, metallic in sheen, unfamiliar in 

cut. And they spoke a language no one 

could understand.

They were clearly terrified. They were 

hungry, crying, and when the reapers tried 

to bring them into the village, they 



struggled. The villagers did what any rural 

community would do - they took them to the

home of the local landowner. Ralph says this

was Richard de Calne, a local knight. This 

detail is important. Richard de Calne was a 

real person, his family held land there, and 

his household would have been the natural 

place to take something that needed 

investigation.

At first the children would not eat anything. 

The villagers brought bread, meat, all the 

normal foods. The children would look at it, 

push it away. They were starving, but they 

would not eat. Then someone brought in 

beans. Not baked beans as we know them 

now - broad beans, freshly picked, still in the

stalks. The children saw the beans and 

immediately became excited. They tried to 

open the stalks but could not find the beans

inside, because they were looking in the 

wrong place. They seemed to think the 

beans should be in the stalk itself. When 



someone showed them how to open the 

pods, they ate voraciously.

That small detail has fascinated 

researchers for centuries. It suggests that 

wherever they came from, people grew 

beans, but perhaps a different kind, or they 

harvested them differently. It is a very 

specific, very human detail - not the sort of 

thing you invent if you are making up a 

miracle story.

They were taken into Richard de Calne's 

household. They were baptized - the boy 

and girl - which tells you that the priest 

considered them human and in need of 

salvation. Over time they began to eat more

normally, and their green tint faded. The 

boy, who was younger, became sickly. He 

never adapted well and died not long after 

being baptized. The girl survived. As she 

learned English, she began to be able to 



explain, in halting terms, where she said 

they had come from.

This is where Ralph of Coggeshall's account 

becomes extraordinary. He says the girl told

them that she and her brother came from a 

place called St Martin's Land. There, 

everything was green. It was twilight all the 

time. The sun never fully rose. They had 

been looking after their father's flocks when 

they followed a sound - she described it as 

like bells - into a cave or pit. They wandered 

for a long time in darkness, following the 

sound, until they emerged into the bright 

sunlight of our world, which dazzled and 

disoriented them. The entrance behind 

them seemed to vanish.

William of Newburgh gives a slightly 

different version. He says they came from a 

twilight land where everyone was green, and

that they emerged from the pit itself. He 

adds that the girl later said their land was 



Christian, that they had churches, and that 

there was a great river that separated their 

land from another, brighter land that they 

could see across the river.

The girl lived on. Ralph says she eventually 

lost her green colour entirely, learned to 

speak English fluently, and lived for several 

years in the household. He says she was 

rather loose in her behavior later, which is a

very 12th-century monk way of saying she 

became independent-minded. William says 

she eventually married a man from King's 

Lynn.

That is it. That is the core record. Two 

chroniclers, writing within a few decades of 

the event, both insisting it happened, both 

giving corroborating but not identical 

details, both naming a real local landowner 

who took the children in.

What is remarkable is what they do not do. 

They do not say it was a miracle. They do 



not say it was demons. William actually says 

he finds the story strange but that he 

includes it because it is so widely attested 

and because he cannot find a rational 

explanation that satisfies him. For a 

medieval chronicler, that kind of restraint is 

significant. He is saying, I do not know what 

this is, but too many people say it happened

to ignore.

For an investigator today, the first thing you

look for is whether the records could have 

been copied from each other. The details 

suggest not. Ralph has the beans in stalks 

detail, the knight's name, the girl's later 

behavior. William has the river and the 

brighter land across it. They are clearly two 

separate oral traditions reaching two 

separate writers. That does not prove the 

story is true in the sense of otherworldly 

origin, but it does suggest something 

unusual did happen in Woolpit that caused 

a lot of talk.



Section 3: Theories, Evidence 
Analysis & Cultural Legacy

Figure 3: Woolpit theories evidence matrix - Flemish

lost children vs fairy otherworld vs chlorosis 

malnutrition vs extraterrestrial. Strength bars, 

pros/cons and cultural legacy of Woolpit village 

sign.

So what do we do with this? If you are 

approaching this as a hidden Britain 

mystery, you have to hold two ideas at once.

The first is that something was seen and 

recorded by people who were not in the 

habit of writing fiction. The second is that 



their explanation - a twilight land where 

everyone is green - is not the only 

explanation.

The theories fall into four broad groups, 

and each tells you as much about the 

person proposing it as about the children 

themselves.

The first is the folkloric or otherworld 

explanation. In British folklore, there is a 

long tradition of fairy folk, of people who 

live under the hills, of a twilight world 

alongside ours. The Green Children fit 

beautifully into that. St Martin's Land, where

it is always dusk, sounds exactly like a 

medieval description of Fairyland. The bells 

they followed, the river that separates the 

twilight from a brighter land, the green skin 

- these are all motifs you find in Celtic 

otherworld stories. Writers like Katherine 

Briggs and later modern folklore 

researchers have pointed out that the story 



has all the hallmarks of a fairy abduction or

emergence story. The problem with this, 

from an evidence point of view, is that it 

explains the story by saying the folklore is 

true, which is not a testable hypothesis, but 

it does explain why the story was 

remembered and shaped the way it was.

The second group is the historical or 

displaced peoples theory. The most popular

modern version suggests the children were 

Flemish immigrants. In the 12th century, 

there were Flemish weavers and merchants 

settled in eastern England. In 1173, there was

a particularly brutal event where Flemish 

mercenaries supporting King Stephen were 

killed near Bury St Edmunds, not far from 

Woolpit. Could the children have been 

Flemish children, orphaned, lost in the 

woods, suffering from chlorosis - a form of 

anaemia caused by malnutrition that can 

give the skin a greenish tint? Their strange 

clothes could have been Flemish weave, 



their unknown language could have been 

Flemish Dutch. The beans in stalks detail 

could be because Flemish broad beans 

were cultivated differently. The St Martin's 

Land could be a mishearing of a Flemish 

town - St Martin's Land is close to Fornham 

St Martin, a village near Bury where Flemish 

settlers lived. This theory, proposed by Paul 

Harris and others, is clever and grounded, 

but it has holes. Chlorosis does not turn you

vivid green, and it does not explain the 

twilight land story the girl later told, unless 

she was inventing.

The third is the medical or physiological 

theory. Green skin could be chlorosis, as 

mentioned, or it could be a result of a diet 

heavily reliant on green plants, or even 

arsenic poisoning from some plant dye. The 

unfamiliar language could be a dialect, or it

could be that the children were traumatized

and not speaking clearly. This is the most 

skeptical approach, and it has value, but it 



struggles to explain why two children would 

be found together in a wolf pit with no 

parents searching for them, and why they 

would not eat bread - the staple of every 

diet in England.

The fourth, which has gained traction in 

recent years, is the idea of a community 

memory or boundary story. Woolpit was 

literally on the edge of the old wildwood. 

The wolf pits were boundary markers - they 

marked where the cultivated field ended 

and the wild began. In many villages, there 

are stories of children who wander too far, 

who get lost in the woods, who emerge 

changed. The green could be symbolic - 

green is the colour of the other, of the wild, 

of fairy folk, of people who are not us. The 

story could be a way of encoding a real 

tragedy - perhaps two children did get lost, 

perhaps they did die, and the story grew 

around it.



What is the cultural legacy? It is surprisingly

rich for such an obscure story. Woolpit 

today embraces it quietly. The village sign 

depicts the two green children. Local 

schools teach the story. Folk musicians 

have written songs about it. Herbert Read 

wrote a novel, The Green Child, based on it. 

More recently, it has been claimed by UFO 

researchers who see St Martin's Land as a 

parallel dimension, and by science fiction 

writers who love the image of a twilight 

world next to ours.

For our purposes, what matters is why 

Woolpit was forgotten. Unlike Jack the 

Ripper or Loch Ness, which have been 

commercialized to death, Woolpit remains a

local story. It is not in the big books of 

British mysteries. Most people in Britain 

have never heard of it. Yet it has better 

contemporary sources than almost any 

other medieval mystery. It was written down 

by two independent chroniclers, one of 



whom lived twenty miles away. It names real 

people and real places you can still visit.

If you go to Woolpit now, you can stand 

near the old pit sites - the exact pits are 

gone, but the landscape is still there. You 

can see how easy it would be for two small 

children, disoriented, to emerge from the 

woods into sudden sunlight. You can see 

how a story like this would spread through 

the Cistercian network of abbeys that acted

as the news service of the 12th century. And 

you can feel that particular quality that 

marks all the best obscure mysteries - the 

sense that the past is not a different 

country, but a layer underneath this one, 

visible only in certain lights.

The Green Children force us to ask what we 

mean by unknown. We have names, dates, 

locations. We have two sources. But we still 

do not know who they were, where they 

really came from, or why they were green. 



The girl who survived took her secret into 

her marriage in King's Lynn and never fully 

explained it. That is the signature of a truly 

obscure British mystery - not a lack of 

information, but information that deepens 

the mystery rather than solving it.
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