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Weird Woods: Tales From The Haunted Forests of Britain, The British Library, 

2020. Short Story Collection. 

Forests or woodlands operating as a site of terror has been creatively fertile soil for authors for 
over millennia. These areas of shrouded, enclosed nature have for so long sat outside the borders 
of villages or cities, outside the realms of domestic and commercial normality, that they have 
become inhabited with myth and legend, with whispered warnings of para-natural activity. This 

Tales of the Weird

have been largely overlooked or neglected in more recent literary circles, such as Mary Webb and 

of all those genres it co-mingles – can awaken within the reader an ethical call to arms to protect 

everyday woods of Britain (and beyond). 

 You would be forgiven, then, for assuming the stories in this collection to all be set within 
a forest, or at the very least for the focal narrative moment of these stories to occur there, but you 
would also be mistaken. The dread and horror created in some of the stories selected by Miller 

 The collection begins in somewhat prosaic fashion with the anonymously-penned “The 
Whisper in the Woods” (1880), a story Miller acknowledges to be an archetypal over-the-top Gothic 
tale. It begins with the disappearance of Ronald Morris who, while on his honeymoon, sets out 

unknowingly stumbling through the very same wood, arrested by a haunting plea whispered in the 

short story mode; and while it acts as a decent starting point, things become much more interesting 
as you progress, as one-by-one the stories become more sinister and weirder, more generically 

natural world around him he can hear the pipes of Pan calling to him. His old friend Darcy comes to 
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to the woods and everything in it, and that soon his connection will become complete. The forces of 
paganism which Benson employs - the transformative effect on Frank, as well as his violent demise 
under the hooves of Pan - shift this story out from simple supernatural horror and into Weird territory. 

Bowen does not create a story where seeking solace in nature results in horror for its protagonist, 
instead it dives deep into seductive Weird territory. The focal point of the story is the mysterious 
Blodeuwedd who is staying with the two men. Blodeuwedd silently comes and goes through the 
house, dressed in old clothing and speaking in an old tongue; she remains distant and foreign to 

mythical Weird-ness of old Welsh folklore and manages to create a charming oddity of magic and 
cultural history with few pages.

review appears, is a fun and darkly humorous story of a middle-aged surveyor’s clerk sent to inspect 
a copse whose owner wishes to chop it down in order for their property to receive more light and 
better views. The copse seemingly has other ideas as, when he enters it for a preliminary tour, the 
clerk is immediately unsettled and bewildered by a wood that has come “alive”: the trees move 
unnaturally and deliberately; the path winds, loops and disappears; the leaves and branches take 
human shape. It is a wonderfully spirited tale where the trees are afforded a playful agency in their 
desire to remain, and is one of the few stories with an explicitly eco-critical bent. 

patriarchal power are entwined and at odds with the fate of a cherry orchard. Julius Winter has 
become the new owner of Bitterne Hall and with it comes its cherry orchard. The previous owner’s 

promises it to her as a gift if she bends to his will and sleeps with him. What results is a fantastical 

almost like an antecedent to the stories in Angela Carter’s The Bloody Chamber (1979).

site and the terror at the heart of this story comes from the absence of the forest; the destructive 
impact of humans upon the landscape has created a spectral mourning for what has been lost – an 
ecological damning of our attitudes to the natural world, echoed by Wyatt Gifford in Gertrude 
Atherton’s “The Striding Place” (1896) when he says: 

STUART SPEAR
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– very promising at a distance, but a hollow mockery when 
you get within…They need the night to make them seem what 
they ought to be – what they once were, before our ancestor’s 
descendants demanded so much more money.’ (57)

In Atherton’s story Gifford has been missing for two days without a trace but his best friend, Weigall, 
still believes he can be found. Weigall’s search takes him into the near-by woods where a river runs 
through it and at one point becomes so narrow a person may be able to step across – or be swept 

Marble” (1887) does. In “Man-Size in Marble” a newly-wed couple move into their new home that 
sits near a church, separated by a wood. Within this church are two statues of armoured men that, 
legend has it, come alive on Halloween night. These newly-weds discover the dire consequences of a 

story the forests are separate and peripheral to the action. Miller partially acknowledges this in his 
introductions but he argues that the woods in both help create the tension and atmosphere, though 
I would disagree with this and argue that they make little to no impact on the mood of either story 
and would perhaps question if they were right for this collection. They are by no means poor stories, 
but I cannot help imagine that there must be other British stories where the forests are more active 
in the narrative. 

interesting to have had a least one post-war story. However, by collecting these old stories together 
these tales themselves become a literary revenant, returning to a new generation of readers ready 
to unsettle and perturb all over again. 

 With forest coverage in the United Kingdom decreasing year on year, these tales remind 
us of the spectral power of trees and woods upon the imagination – as Miller suggests in his 
introduction: “Haunted woods are places where narrative and environment are merged, where the 
imagination and landscape are rooted together” (8). And, when we are next within the company 

fantastical and menacing to that movement behind the leaves, to that shadow passing overhead, to 
the rustling coming from behind us…
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