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Reviews  
 
Houlbrook, Ceri, Unlocking the Love-Lock: The History and Heritage of a Contemporary 
Custom, New York and Oxford, Berghahn Books, 2021, viii, 202 pp., 22 illustrations, £107.00 
hardback, £23.95 paperback, eBook $29.95. 
 

The intriguing title of this book immediately catches the eye and 
invites the reader to explore a remarkable contemporary 
phenomenon which has rapidly established itself in many 
cultures across the world in recent years. This is a fascinating 
study of the custom of attaching padlocks, usually inscribed 
with names, to bridges and other structures and artefacts in 
public locations. The primary aim of the custom is to bear 
witness to the bonds between pairs of lovers (“a ritual 
demonstration of romantic commitment”). The study builds on 
and substantially extends previous accounts, and adds a wealth 
of new information based on extensive fieldwork and the 
resources of the internet and social media, which play an 

increasingly important role in the communication of folklore and popular culture. 

The concise and informative Introduction sets love-locking in its wider global context, 
provides an overview of the custom and of previous accounts, traces the history of the padlock, 
the dissemination of the practice, and the terminology used. The topic is approached from an 
interdisciplinary perspective, the central aim being “to gain insight into how people engage in 
these assemblages” through participant observation and data collection in eighteen mainly 
European countries. The Introduction ends with concise summaries of the six following 
chapters, each of which considers the topic from the viewpoint of different disciplines. Here, 
and elsewhere throughout the work, the writer is refreshingly honest about its limitations and 
sedulous in pointing out opinions which may differ from those being put forward. 

The opening chapter deals with the history of the custom, examining the solid evidence 
such as the attaching of love-locks to a fence in Pécs, Hungary, in the 1980s, as well as 
discussing the transition of the practice from popular culture to popular custom, and the effects 
of “tourist folklore”, while acknowledging the difficulties of separating fact from fiction in 
establishing the origin and timeline of the phenomenon: “However, it was not until the 2000s 
that the custom gained global popularity – spurred by a teenage romantic novel.” Chapter 2 
looks at the role of the love-lock as a motif in fiction and popular culture, demonstrating the 
interrelationship between the latter and folk custom through numerous examples of its 
appearance in “mass-produced cultural products” such as television, film, literature, and music. 

The third chapter homes in on the material culture of the custom from an archaeological 
standpoint. A study of the material culture is not only valuable in itself, but also for “gaining 
insight into contemporary ritual behaviour”. Here, as elsewhere in the study, Dr Houlbrook 
draws on her extensive negotiation with the custom as a participant observer, in this case by 
presenting a detailed and highly revealing case study of the assemblage of love-locks on the 
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Oxford Road Bridge in Manchester, augmented by photographs of locks and inscriptions. This 
impressive case study considers the pace, people, and purpose of deposition during the period 
of the formation of the assemblage. This leads on to an ethnography of the custom in Chapter 
4, which again draws on personal observation and on interviews with representative couples to 
shed light on how and why they participate. This leads to the suggestion that the whole process 
of love-locking is not merely a custom but may be regarded as a ritual, in the senses noted by 
other recent writers on the topic such as Borraz (2019) and Richter and Pfeiffer-Kloss (2017). 

The semiotics of love-locking are the subject of Chapter 5, which focuses on the lock 
and key, the bridge, and water as powerful symbols, both historically and in the modern world, 
and whether these symbols may have influenced the widespread adoption of the custom and 
ritual. While disavowing that these symbols are the origins of the present day custom and ritual, 
the chapter concludes that love-locking “has fed on older, more established symbolisms, 
cultural associations and practices”. The commercialisation of the custom is the focus of 
Chapter 6, which details the extraordinarily wide variety of ways of capitalising on the custom, 
whether through the manufacture and sale of padlocks and other products, promoting tourism, 
raising money for specific causes, place-marketing and place-making, or for many other 
reasons. A closing discussion about whether the custom can be considered as “fakelore” links 
to the final chapter, “Unlocking Love”, which, in contrast to the preceding chapters, explores 
the more controversial aspects of the custom. These include the disapproval of authorities 
(sometimes resulting in the removal of the love-locks for various reasons), threats to ban the 
custom, or to levy fines on participants, and regarding the love-lock as a “renegade ornament” 
or “ritual litter”, and so on. On the other hand, the custom is actively encouraged by a number 
of authorities, and in some instances sites are specifically designated for the practice, again 
demonstrating the polarisation of attitudes and responses to the custom. 

Finally, some “Concluding Thoughts” present a further case study which suggests that 
the custom of love-locking offers a familiar point of reference through which people, especially 
young people, “can comprehend the polysemic complexities of the cultural landscapes”. A 
substantial Bibliography and an Index complete the volume. 

Overall, this study rises to the challenges of its interdisciplinary approach, not least by 
the careful linking and cross-referencing between the chapters, but also through the concise, 
accessible style of writing. This is characterised by numerous brief definitive summarising 
statements throughout the work, which invariably take account of contrary opinions. Dr 
Houlbrook not only draws upon her extensive knowledge of archaeology, history, and folklore, 
but is equally at home when discussing the topic from the viewpoint of other disciplines. The 
interdisciplinary approach, together with exemplary fieldwork and detailed analysis of material 
collected, along with diligent identification, use, and evaluation of data from the internet and 
mass media, combine to make this book a major contribution to knowledge in this burgeoning 
international field of enquiry. 

 

J. D. A. Widdowson 
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Droste, Georg, Ottjen Alldag un sien Lehrtied. Een plattdütsch Vertellsel ut’n Bremer 
Kopmannsleben (Ottjen Alldag and his Apprenticeship. A Low German Tale of Commercial 
Life in Bremen), translated into High German by Rita Schloendorff, Bremen/ Boston, Kellner 
Verlag, 2013, 287 pp., ISBN 978-3-95651-006-9. 

 
A native of Bremen, Georg Droste (1866-1935) was a tailor’s son 
brought up in far from affluent circumstances. After leaving school 
he worked as an errand boy for a bookshop owner, and later 
became an apprentice with a wool merchant. In 1886 he became 
blind, now earning his living as a street trader. He next moved to 
Hanover, where he trained as a basketmaker. In the early 1900s he 
became a published author, writing in his native Low German with 
the aid of a typewriter for the blind. From the early 1920s on, he 
was increasingly able to support himself from his literary work. 
Our concern here is with a trilogy of semi-autobiographical novels 
that appeared from 1913 to 1916, and, in particular, with the 

second of these, Ottjen Alldag un sien Lehrtied, that is, Ottjen Alldag and his Apprenticeship, 
now translated by Rita Schloendorff into High German, and  presented under the auspices of 
the Institute for Low German Language in an attractive volume with Low German and High 
German on opposite pages, followed by a short glossary casting light on some of the more 
difficult Low German expressions. 

Ottjen, alias Otto, Alldag is a young lad growing up in a respectable but far from well-
to-do family in the Bremen of the 1870s. On leaving school he becomes an apprentice in one 
of the great firms of the city, a tobacco merchant’s that is thrown into disarray by the unfilial 
behaviour and dubious exploits of the owner’s son. Close to bankruptcy, it is rescued at the last 
minute, and, under new, forward-looking management begins to prosper once again. All this 
we see through the eyes of young Ottjen, who, working for the merest pittance, copies accounts, 
keeps records up to date, runs errands, and on more than one occasion is in danger of being led 
into temptation, but is saved by strength of character and the legacy of a sound upbringing. 

Although a great city, Bremen is portrayed as remarkably rural, with a great poplar next 
to Ottjen’s home near the dike providing him with a lofty retreat in times of stress, until, 
towards the end of the tale, along with the family’s humble dwelling, it is removed to make 
way for grander things. We are never allowed to forget that the elements can be brutal as well 
as kind, as in the great floods unleashed by the Weser in spring, and the bitter cold of winter 
that brings indescribable suffering to the poor of the city, typified by the ragged old woman 
sitting in her booth behind the cathedral, her feet like blocks of ice despite the meagre warmth 
provided by her smoky peat-burning stove. Here, eyes watering and nose dripping, she tries in 
vain to sell her few oily walnuts, along with oranges frozen hard enough to serve as cannon 
balls. Compare this with the stifling heat of Ottjen’s ill-ventilated workplace in summer, 
teeming with great flies and bluebottles that bumble their way from desk to desk, crawl over 
documents, and make for the ceiling lamps that even in July give out a rancid smell of paraffin. 

Many and diverse are the characters that Droste’s gritty, colourful, incisive language 
brings to life. Take Frau Ehlers, the firm’s aged caretaker, who occupies a small apartment on 
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the premises, and is endlessly made fun of by the apprentices for her less than successful 
attempts to hold forth in the High German that always eludes her. Ottjen, however, who like 
her is a native speaker of the Bremen vernacular, gains, from her rambling soliloquies, 
punctuated with exhortations to her cat Puschen, many an insight, not only into her own 
deprived childhood, but also into the history of their firm and, indeed, their city. With her help 
he discovers, in the attics, records going back to 1837, when the railways had not yet come and 
apprentices took board and lodging, slept in garrets, and often had to work into the night, 
scratching, by the light of candle ends, with goose quills on documents to be dispatched by 
mail coach or sailing ship. Frau Ehlers’ own memory reaches back for instance to the famine 
of 1847, when a quarter of rye cost one dollar and forty-eight groats, and dough was eked out 
with swedes and rotten potatoes, a quarter of which cost a golden dollar. She had grown up as 
one of six, sleeping in an attic where rats ran over sleepers’ faces and snow, that seemed to fall 
more frequently in those days, found its way through roof tiles and covered the beds. 

 Finally, none of this would be complete without a brief mention of the firm’s 
warehousemen, rough diamonds who never minced their words and, in accordance with ancient 
tradition, required newly indentured apprentices to be weighed in the firm’s gigantic scales, 
their weight to be converted into the marks and pfennigs to be collected from them as a footing 
or newcomer’s levy, much as, in a possibly related ceremony, the newly appointed Mayor of 
Hereford must donate to charity a number of pounds sterling corresponding to his pounds 
avoirdupois in cider. But that is another story. 

 
J. B. Smith   

 
 
Bennett, Margaret, Dundee Street Songs, Rhymes and Games: The William Montgomerie 
Collection, 1952, illustrated by Les McConnell, Ochtertyre, Grace Note Publications, 2021, 
125 pp., £12.99. 

Norah and William Montgomerie are internationally renowned 
for their pioneering work in the collection and publication of the 
folklore of children, and primarily of Scottish children, over a 
period of some forty years from the middle of the twentieth 
century. Their published collections such as Scottish Nursery 
Rhymes (1946), Sandy Candy and other Scottish Nursery Rhymes 
(1948), The Hogarth Book of Scottish Nursery Rhymes (1964), 
and This Little Pig Went to Market: Play Rhymes for Infants and 
Young Children (1983), not to mention a foray further south in 
The Hogarth Book of English Nursery Rhymes (1964), are an 
established part of the canon of British childlore studies. The 
Montgomeries also published several books of traditional stories. 

William Montgomerie was wellknown as a poet and ballad scholar, and was also a 
pioneer in the use of early recording machines, first acquiring a Wirex device in the mid-1940s, 
and graduating to a reel-to-reel taperecorder at the beginning of the 1950s. In 1952, prompted 

 

 
 



 62 

by memories of his own childhood, he fulfilled a cherished ambition to record children in the 
playground of a school in Hilltown, Dundee, and these recordings are now made public for the 
first time in this collection. The songs, rhymes, and games are introduced, transcribed, and 
annotated by the eminent Scottish folklorist Margaret Bennett, who first met the Montgomeries 
in 1984, and was fortunate enough to enjoy a close friendship with them in their later years. 
This relationship offers unique opportunities to set the collection in the wider context of their 
life and work, as is very much in evidence in the opening section of the book: “Capturing the 
Sound of the Voice”. Here the reader is introduced to Norah and William and their joint mission 
to champion Scots language and folklore. Their collaboration is brought vividly to life through 
transcribed excerpts from a recorded conversation between Norah and Margaret Bennett in 
1991. This is followed by an overview of the Montgomeries’ work and their campaign for the 
recognition of the Scots language in its own right. The section is augmented by extensive notes. 

The forty seven street songs, rhymes, and games are then introduced, presented under 
five headings: Singing Games and Action Songs; Skipping Rhymes and Songs; Stottin the Ba: 
Ball Bouncing Games; Hand-clapping; and Playground Songs and Singing for Fun. In the first 
of these categories it is clear that roughly half of the items corroborate or are variants of games 
and songs in other published collections, and half are distinctively Scots, such as “Will ye lay 
the cushion doon”, “Meh lad’s a Terrie”, “The Baulks o Aberfeldie”, and “Whaur hae you been 
aa the day” (sung to the tune of “Hieland Laddie”), whereas in the remaining four categories 
the proportion of items which are definitively Scots, such as “Stot, stot, ba, ba” and “I’m the 
monster of Blackness”, is much less evident. However, a number of the items also known 
elsewhere in Britain are obviously distinguished here by their transcription in Scots. 
Nevertheless, the many examples and variants of the songs, rhymes, and games in this 
collection complement and significantly extend those already available from across the British 
Isles. Each  example is identified by a number such as those of the Tobar an Dualchais reference 
system, and accompanied by detailed notes. 

The collection is followed by suggestions for further reading and listening, selected 
lists of William Montgomerie’s poetry and research contributions, a listing of citations and 
sources, a useful index of the first lines of songs, and brief biographies of the contributors. 
Turning the final page reveals an unexpected bonus for readers who might have missed the 
reference to it on the back cover. Tucked neatly into a sleeve attached to the inside back cover 
is a CD of the collection, produced jointly by the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland and the 
publishers. Hearing the enthusiasm and excitement of the children actually singing also leaves 
the listener in no doubt that all the songs are emblematic of their Scots language heritage. 

The volume is imaginatively designed and attractively presented, the text being 
complemented by Les McConnell’s evocative illustrations. It fulfils Margaret Bennett’s 
longstanding ambition to make this unique collection available, thanks to the support of the 
Royal Conservatoire of Scotland and Grace Note Publications. At a very reasonable cost for 
both book and CD, this publication will be welcomed not only by childlore scholars but also 
by anyone with an interest in Scots language and tradition. 

J. D. A. Widdowson 
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CD and booklet, Doughboys and Molasses, Oh! Traditional Songs from the Gros Morne 
Region, Producer: Anna Kearney Guigné, Associate Producers: Meghan C. Forsyth and Joy 
Fraser, Series Producer: Harris M. Berger, Sound Engineer: Spencer Crewe, St. John’s, 
Research Centre for the Study of Music, Media and Place, School of Music, Memorial 
University of Newfoundland, 2020, available from SingSong Inc, https://www.singsonginc.ca 
$20.00. 
 

The Gros Morne region on the northwest coast of the island 
of Newfoundland is wellknown for the richness and variety 
of its traditional singing and storytelling heritage. This 
compilation celebrates that heritage in a representative 
selection of twenty six songs, most of which were recorded 
in the field in the second half of the twentieth century. They 
illustrate not only the wide range of singing styles but also 
the vibrancy of a singing tradition which is one of the last in 
the English speaking world to continue uninterrupted to the 
present day, when it is being passed on to the next 
generation. 

Fifteen of the songs were recorded for the National 
Museum of Canada by the renowned Canadian musicologist 
Kenneth Peacock in 1958-61 and published in 1965. Four 

were notated in the field by the American collector Elisabeth Bristol Greenleaf in the 1920s, 
and the remaining seven were collected and/or recorded by Professor Herbert Halpert, the 
founder and former Head of the Department of Folklore at the Memorial University of 
Newfoundland. The continuity and vivacity of the folksong tradition in Newfoundland are 
amply demonstrated in the performances of the Greenleaf songs in 2019 by four wellknown 
contemporary singers from the Province: Anita Best, Matthew Byrne, Daniel Payne, and Jim 
Payne, based on the original notation.  

The songs reflect the strong tradition of transmission and performance within families 
in the region, including the Bennetts, Deckers, Hutchings, Nicolles, Paynes, Stevens, and 
Walters. While the styles of singing vary, they are typically fast-paced, confident, and spirited, 
sometimes accompanied by foot percussion, and usually ending with one or more of the final 
syllables spoken rather than sung. Although most were recorded in the field, fifty or more years 
ago, all the tracks are remarkably clear, thanks to the expert skills of the Sound Engineer, 
Spencer Crewe. It is inevitable that the everyday sounds within the home environment are 
heard on some of the tracks, but this in itself adds context and immediacy to the recordings. It 
was a particular pleasure to hear again the familiar voices of many of the singers who so 
generously shared their songs with the collectors and now with the wider world. It is gratifying 
to have these primarily archive recordings given a new life and made available to all. 

The songs range from the opening title track, “Doughboys and Molasses, Oh!”, an 
example of “jigging” or mouth music, through songs such as “Bright Phoebe”, “The Fox and 
the Goose”, “The Little Beggarman”, “Young Daniel”, “She Died in Love”, and “The Farmer’s 
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Curst Wife”, along with local songs and humorous songs, to a second “jigging” song, “My 
Mother Won’t Let Me Marry”, which appropriately rounds off the selection. 

The CD is accompanied by an exemplary booklet extending to no less than twenty 
seven pages, which is packed with detailed information on all aspects of the recorded material, 
remarkably well condensed for maximum impact. The Introduction sets the context for the 
tradition and the compilation, with an overview of the region, the singers, and the collectors. 
This is followed by Notes on the Songs, succinctly commenting on each, including information 
on the singer, collector, and the history of the song. Brief biographies of the singers are then 
presented, complementing the photographs of several of them which appear earlier in the 
booklet so that they are already familiar. The biographies also reveal the many inter-
relationships among the families of the singers, and offer intriguing hints about possible routes 
of transmission. 

Finally, details about the sources and references to the songs are listed, followed by a 
bibliography and discography, rounding off an enviably comprehensive account which reflects 
great credit on the Producers and on everyone involved in bringing these songs and their singers 
to an international audience. 

 

J. D. A. Widdowson 

 


