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INTRODUCTION


ON FAIRY TALES


Ask me who I am, Ask me who I am
I’m a Tinker, a Deep Tinker


Ask me who I am, Ask me who I am
I’m a Tailor, a Story Tailor


Ask me who I am, Ask me who I am
I’m a Baker, a Master Baker.


I do not know what fairy tales are, where they come from, who wrote them, or who they belong to, but what I do know is a lot of stories. I have listened to and learnt stories wherever I have travelled, since I was a child on my grandmother’s knee.


People have noses for things that really interest them. Some will always be able to find a good pub, a good restaurant, a football game, a hairdresser, orchids, birds, or even a good TV show. (I rarely watch TV. It’s not that I don’t like it, it’s just that I can’t find good things to watch. They do exist, I know – I’ve seen amazing things on TV – but most of the things I try to watch are boring and bad, and I’d much rather read a book. I can always find a good book.) My nose is for stories. Wherever I go and wherever I look, I seem to find them.


None of the stories in this book are my stories; whose they are, I do not know. Sometimes I can tell you when or where I first heard them on my travels, but as I have heard so many of them from different people in different places at different times (and even sometimes read in books), I may not be a reliable witness.


My wife says she doesn’t believe a word I say, that I am a congenital liar. I say that I am a storyteller; that some people are fraudsters, con men, crooks and bastards, and some people are writers. These stories, I believe, are living things in themselves. They travel from host to host, like a virus. And like a virus, they change and mutate, they retell themselves in our heads. Sometimes when I open my mouth to tell a story, I have no idea what will come out or where it came from. The characters seem to be running around inside my head, speaking for themselves, and the story itself takes over. Other times, the story will come out word for word as it was told to me. I don’t know how and I don’t know why, but that’s how it is.


One thing I want you to know is that there is nothing original within these pages. The stories may be horrible, but it is not my horror. My editor insists that here I must add an explanation for anything that you may find offensive. I am no Walt Disney and these are no saccharine retellings; they are raw in blood and lust and magic. They may be offensive – indeed they often are offensive – but that is the way of the world. What one culture at one time enjoys, another finds repellent.


For example, I will sit on the floor of a Sepik spirit house in New Guinea and eat enormous wriggling sago beetle larvae and I will not judge (even if it is not my favourite dish in the world – there’s always a taste there that somehow reminds me of poo, and I’m not so keen on things wriggling in my mouth… well, not so keen on my food wriggling in my mouth, at any rate). So I will listen to stories, and I will not judge. Please, gentle reader, remember that these stories were around before we were born and will be around long after we are dead. If you are of a timid disposition, do not read. If you enjoy being offended, read on. But please, I pray of you, do not be offended with me – accept my apologies. These are not my stories, not my sins; they’ve all happened, all will happen again.


In these stories, there may be monsters, and they may or may not be of the Other World. Those from the Other World might be easier to understand, but as we all know well, within churches and schools, strange country houses and behind firmly-locked doors lurk all manner of evils. So if we venture back to the time of these stories, a time without the modern state and concept of law universally applied, these evils must be magnified.


There ought to be fairies in a fairy tale, I think. They don’t always have them, but as long as they have an ogre, a shapeshifter, or a magical being, I will be content. Most societies across the world have these creatures, and in many places I travel, they are as real to the locals as double-decker buses or post boxes are to us Brits. I think, indeed I know, that they are all real. For the purpose of this book I will merely say that a fairy tale is one in which people interact with the Other World in some shape or form, though there may be a story or two that takes place wholly there. We will see. Fairy tales flow with the logic of dreams. People, things, places, all come and go for no apparent reason – but in their own world, they make perfect sense.


Wherever I have been in the world I have heard stories, and I have always been a traveller (or a tourist; I am quite happy with either designation). When I was a child, there was a vast map of the world on the kitchen wall of my parents’ North London flat – though we only ventured as far as the continent a handful of times. I, meanwhile, looked at the map and dreamt. I read every book that Gerald Durrell and David Attenborough had written. I read travellers’ tales, from Ibn Battuta to John Mandeville. There was a huge world out there that I wanted to see when I was older (before becoming Robert Musil, Salvador Dalí and world king, rolled into one).


The first choice I was given as an almost-adult was what to study at university. I chose Islamic history at London’s School of Oriental and African Studies. True, it was not travelling, but it was all about the far away world. I lived frugally in a tiny room in a council flat and saved up so I could visit the places I’d only read about. I’ve been travelling ever since, and learning stories. My feet are itchy; I cannot sit still.


In 2018 I started my travel agency, Gone with the Wynd, because I needed to travel, and the places I wanted to go to and the things I wanted to do were too expensive to go to alone. You need guides, porters, cooks, boats and cars, and the cost for one person is not much different as for six. I cannot afford to go alone, so I take people, and I try to go to places where few, if any, other agencies go, specialising in New Guinea and West Africa. I have spent my whole life dreaming of these places, but why do so few people want to come with me? (Conversely, those that do come say it’s because they don’t have any friends that like to travel.) The truth is that people who need to travel, travel. They will always find a way.


For people like me, travelling and collecting interesting things are linked psychological conditions. My home has long since filled up, so I have a museum in east London called the Viktor Wynd Museum of Curiosities, Fine Art & UnNatural History, now equally overflowing with wonders. When I have to be in England, I can look (you can come and look with me) at my treasures and travel in my mind. But I digress: I don’t want to lose you, dear gentle reader. Come with me to fairy land – turn the page and start my book.


(If there are any children reading this, they need to stop now. This is not a Ladybird book; these are not tales for young and tender ears.)




[image: The storyteller Viktor Wynd is sitting at a table, holding a pencil in his hand, a lot of written pages in front of him. He is surrounded by his fantastic characters: a meermaid sitting on his lap, a small devil on his shoulder, a little person with the wings of a butterfly sitting on an open book on the table, a monster standing behind him. A dog lies in front of an open fire. The storyteller’s wife is present as a figure coming out of a cloud sending lightnings and pointing critically with her finger at the scripts.]












HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


In olden days, the storyteller took the place of yesterday’s books and today’s television; everyone listened to us and we were everywhere. In the sad, gloomy and lifeless modern world, we have been displaced. But we are still there if you go looking for us, surviving on the edges.


Some say that to write a story down kills it. I don’t agree, as long as no one thinks that there is a correct version of a tale, and there are no qualifications. Anyone can, and indeed should, tell stories, no audience needed (though it can be rather nice).


I would like this book to be used in a certain way, my dear gentle reader. I would be delighted if you lay in bed and read it to yourself at night. But really, you should first read it aloud to the person next to you, on the phone to a friend, or to your cat. (Do not worry if the person looks bored, or even falls asleep. I tell my children stories until they fall asleep. I tell my wife stories, though perhaps she only pretends to be asleep in the hope that I will shut up. I tell strangers stories, though of course it is the stories that are using me as a vessel to tell themselves.)


Next, you should tell the story to someone without the book being there. Let it live in your mind, let it tell itself, and let it come out as a whole new story – or perhaps it is the same story.


At the end of the book are some instructions for telling stories. You shouldn’t need them; it should be innate. But sometimes, a nudge is as good as a wink.




[image: A huge bed in a room with an open fire. The storyteller, sitting on the bed, is excitedly talking to a dog standing on the blanket. His wife is sleeping beside him. There are small objects placed on the wall, like a horseshoe and several pictures. In the foreground a rocking horse stands on the floor. Books lie on the carpet.]













[image: Wales]






Click to Expand

Perfect was Gweir’s prison in the Faery Fort. Due to the ministry of Pwyll and Pryderi none before him had entered therein. In the heavy blue chain a faithful servant kept him and for the Spoils of Annwfn keenly he chanted and unto Doom shall continue in bard-orison. Three fulnesses of Prydwen we entered in: Save for seven none came up from Fort Faery.


Taliesin
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Memories from when I am very small are vague. Some are as clear as yesterday. Others have been told and retold among my family so many times that it’s not always clear if I am remembering the actual event or just its discussion; if the vision in my mind comes from memory or just from photographs.


I do remember that I only visited my great-grandmother Topsy in Wales once. She lived in a tiny cottage high in the hills above Harlech in Snowdonia. I can see it now. Even though it was summer, it was raining. It might only have been five miles from the caravan park by the dunes where we stayed, but it took over an hour of twisting, turning lanes, of opening gates and driving through fields of sheep, to get there.


The cottage was nestled in the mountains, and smoke came out of the chimney. We parked and crossed the ancient stone hearth. It was made up of two rooms, with a fireplace in the centre that heated them both. One room held a bed, a great sofa, some faded black-and-white family photos of grim-looking people in black suits, a rocking chair and a great wardrobe. We went into the other room – the kitchen – to sit around the table. (Or rather, first to the loo – it was a long drive and I was a small boy. I remember the loo because, even in those days, it was unusual for it to be outside. I also remember the cottage as being without electricity or running water, but my older brother says this is nonsense, it couldn’t have had a loo and not had running water. Besides, there was a sink in the kitchen. Where I remember a cauldron over a fire, he remembers a coal-fired kitchen stove with an oven and a hot top where the kettle boiled.) The rest I have heard so many times at family gatherings, to much laughter, that either it must be true or it must be a good story – but I’m not sure that I remember it.


My father had to remind his grandmother who he was. She grunted, then he said he’d brought her newest great-grandson – me – to visit. She grunted again and said, ‘Let’s have a look at him.’ Then she said something to me in Welsh. I didn’t reply, so she turned to my father and, in English, asked if I spoke Welsh. ‘Of course not, Granny,’ he replied. She turned her back on me and supposed that my parents would like a cup of tea. She’d never been interested in my father, because, he said, he did not speak Welsh and she hated the English. (Which is odd because it is not a common Welsh sentiment. However, once upon a time she had had an English husband and he, family memory says, was not very nice.) My brother and I played in the stream and then we drove back to the caravan. My father said we’d spent more time driving there and back than with her, and we didn’t need to see her again. She’d never liked him and wasn’t interested in us anyway.


We didn’t go to Harlech again. Instead we went to the Brecon Beacons. We’d camp in Farmer Davies’s field, the same field my father had camped in with his friends when he was at the university. When it rained, which it seemed to do more often than not, Mrs Davies would invite us into the fine old farmhouse with slate floor to sit by the fire in the kitchen and eat toasted teacakes or buttered toast. Sometimes, the farmer’s mother, old Mrs Davies, would be there, and she used to tell us stories: stories of dragons, Pwyl, Pryderi, Manawydan and Merlin. One particularly wet summer, when it rained like it had never rained before, I spent a lot of time with old Mrs Davies and filled an exercise book with her stories – but then my tent flooded, and the book was ruined. Some of these stories I remember her first telling me when I was a little boy. Others I have picked up along the way.


Two last memories I have of Wales as a child: my first sight of a yellow wagtail, bobbing and waving on the rocks in the stream, and high tea at the farm. Young Mrs Davies brought a great dish of roast potatoes to the table and, looking at me, said, ‘You don’t like these, do you?’ But oh how I loved, and still love, roast potatoes. Sarcasm is wasted on children.




[image: »Viktor Wynd’s goat-grandmother’s cottage, 1980«: A big mountain with a valley in front of it and a very distant small house. In the foreground a house on a slope. The chimney is smoking. A sheep stands on the meadow, looking over a wall of big stones.]












The Pooka and the Old Ways Triumph Over the Christian


Our little girl does not want to go down the mine.
The Christian does not want the little people – the pooka – to be fed.
But who will have the power? Who will have the glory?


Long, long ago – perhaps as long ago as the time the blessed saints Julian and Aaron were martyred – the people of Great Orme, next to what is now Llandudno, were copper miners. Life was hard on the grim north coast of Wales. It was not possible to scratch a good living from farming, but scratching down beneath the rocks, they’d found copper. Everyone worked down the mines and everyone lived well, but they did not work alone, for the pooka lived in the mines and helped them. I can’t describe a pooka because I have never seen one, but they are still about, I’m told. Every description I have ever heard is different. Some say they are very small; others say they are very big. They are like us, but they are not us. They change their shapes and become animals, but when they look like us, there’s often something slightly wrong – they’re mischievous, they think in the moment, act quickly – so perhaps they’ll still be all covered with fur, have a tail, a hare’s ears, a dog’s nose, or some other thing about them that makes you realise they are of the otherworld.




[image: Two miners are working subterranian with their hammers to get copper. Another miner is wheeling a wheelbarrow. On the ground above the mine a big horned animal lies between some trees and is watching two men standing and discussing, while another such animal is standing in the background on two legs. The smoke from the mine is rising up to the sky.]




Since time immemorial, the pooka had guided the miners by tapping the ground where rich seams of copper could be found. If someone got lost in the labyrinthine maze or their lamp went out, the pooka would tap them up to the surface. It was a mutually beneficial relationship. Long ago a deal had been done via elaborate and secret rituals wherein, every week, a different family of initiated miners prepared a feast. The offerings varied with the seasons: a lamb or deer might be roasted, special cakes made, jams delivered, loaves baked.


On that fateful day, a man dressed in rags came to the village. They treated him as they treated all strangers, with courtesy and respect. They even let him build a hut in the woods and gave him food. He would talk to them about a new god – a god that was not just one god, but was three gods, but was also one god. A god that demanded that they drink its blood and eat its flesh. A god who would grant them many things. A god that had hardly been seen since the beginning of time, but who had a son who had been seen, and been killed by some people far away, yet had not really been killed. On top of this nonsense (for their gods died all the time and didn’t make much fuss about it, just simply reappeared), he said that they were all sinners, and guilty of the murder of this man/god who hadn’t really died? They took him for another travelling fool and hoped he’d go away soon, not that there was any harm in him. And as for all his words against the pooka, well, he was a madman, was he not?


Unfortunately, there was one girl in the village, Winnifred, who listened to him. She was terrified of the mine. She hated it, and knew that in a couple of years, she would have to join everyone else underground with the dreadful pooka. She liked the sound of this new god, and she asked him to get rid of the copper and the pooka, so she wouldn’t have to go underground. Her brother Owen had recently been initiated, and when it was his turn to help prepare and take the family feast down the mines, Winnifred said that she would take it for him. He laughed at this; he loved his sister dearly and knew how she hated the mines – but she pointed out how tired and exhausted he was. Truth to tell, he was tired and exhausted, and had been down the mines already once that day. The time would come soon enough when she would have to join him, so she might as well get used to it.


Winnifred took the offerings straight to the man in rags, and they both laughed and feasted on it themselves (they couldn’t eat it all, but he said he’d eat the rest another time). Tomorrow, he said, there would still be plenty of copper, and then he would preach again, such a sermon on the wickedness of giving food to non-existent magical troglodytes that he would convert them all. But, alas, there was no copper the next day, nothing but long, worried faces. Owen asked Winnifred if she’d left the offerings, and she said of course she had. However, all week there was no copper. Everyone looked grimmer and grimmer, and her brother started to worry that there had been something wrong with the ritual since it was his first time, and he had been tired and exhausted. As time went on and no copper was found, people began to talk of the days before the accommodation had been reached with the pooka, when they’d sacrificed young men to them. People in the village began to talk of Owen. It must have been something he’d done, they said.


On the night of the full bilberry moon, Winnifred woke up with the feeling something was wrong. She leant over to nudge her brother, but he wasn’t there. She knew in an instant that he had gone to offer himself as a sacrifice in the mine, and she knew that that was wrong. If anyone had to be sacrificed, it would be her. Taking a lamp, she ran to the mine, her heart filled with horror and fear. She went in and she went down, down, down until, deep in the mine, she turned a corner and her lamp went out. She threw herself on the floor and began to cry. She felt she was not alone; she knew something – or someone – was with her, and it filled her with horror. She could barely breathe. It was a not a friendly something, but it was definitely a something, and not a someone, and it was coming for her.


She screamed out and begged that they take her and let her brother live. It was her fault, she said, she’d been led astray, but it wasn’t her brother’s fault. She cried, ‘Take me, take me, not him. It was my doing.’ She said the offerings would continue just as before, ‘But don’t kill Owen, kill me.’ And then, just like that, she felt she was alone. She didn’t know what to do. She tried to walk but didn’t know where, so she stopped. After what seemed an age, but might have been a minute (well, probably not a minute, but not an hour either), she heard a tapping, a friendly tapping, and she went to it. The tapping led on down shaft after shaft, deep, deep into the earth, until in the far distance she saw a faint glow and found Owen with a broken leg. Then the tapping started again, and putting her brother’s arm around her shoulders, she supported Owen all the way out of the mine.


The next day, the tapping started again. Copper was found, and a huge feast was prepared and taken to the pooka. People were not cross with Winnifred – it was not her fault, she had been led astray – but they were cross with the man in rags. And I won’t tell what they did to him, but I know it was not a nice thing, or things. For his sake, let us hope he joined saints Julian and Aaron in another world and lived happily ever after. The pooka were very pleased and got a special treat they had not had for many centuries.














Gwion Bach


In which a little boy with no parents and no friends starts working for a witch (which is not always a good idea).
Will the boy escape, even if he becomes a hare? Or will the witch eat the boy (which may not always be a bad thing)?


Once upon a time, in a small town in a small valley, a boy named Gwion Bach appeared. None knew his father and none knew his mother. Perhaps they were dead. Perhaps he was someone’s bastard son. Perhaps he’d been abandoned. None knew, and to be perfectly honest, none cared. An urchin boy was an urchin boy. He could sleep where he liked…well, not in their shed, or they’d beat him. He could eat what he wanted…but not from their apple tree, or they’d beat him. Unless, that is, they needed help with the picking, when they’d send him up the tallest ladder and then let him take some apples as payment. He had no home, so he slept where he could. He had no one to feed him, so he ate where he could. But he was a nice boy, and helpful, so he wasn’t chased out of town. Indeed, if he hadn’t kept asking questions all the time, he would have been a useful nuisance whenever errands were needed. But he would ask questions, all the time: why is fire hot? Why does the sun come out every day and the moon but once a month? Why is it always raining? Why is the grass green? How do the daffodils know when to grow? Why are sheep round and fluffy? Why are leeks so tasty? Why are the English always so ugly, and why does no one go near the cave by the lake? ‘Because that’s where the evil witch lives, who eats boys like you for breakfast – now shut up and fuck off!’


The problem was that, wherever he went, if people didn’t want him for something, they’d tell him to go away and throw stones at him, so there weren’t so many places that he could go. One spring, as the Lent lilies were coming up, he found himself by the lake. It was a big lake, and the cave was by the far side. If he hadn’t been so busy with his thoughts and trying to work out why water was wet, he would never have got so close. It was then that he saw the woman walking by the lake. He would never have guessed that she was a witch if she hadn’t been wearing a tall, peaked hat. Every now and again she stooped down to gather things or reached up to take a feather from a bird’s nest. She caught a newt, gently took out one of its eyes and put it back, chopped a toe off a frog, plucked a bat from the air and cut off its wool, grabbed an adder and took its tongue. Gulping, he looked left and right but there was nowhere to hide, so he dashed into the woods going up the mountain behind him and hid inside the hollow trunk of an enormous oak.


Gwion Bach felt something cold and clammy running over him, and he knew she was looking at the wood. The feeling passed, and he hoped she was looking at something else…but then it came back, it came back tenfold. He was covered in goose bumps. There was no way she could see him there, but the feeling wasn’t going away.


‘Boy, reach into the hole in the tree beside you and bring me a baby owl,’ she suddenly commanded. Without knowing how, or even needing to tell his body what to do, he reached into the hole and took an owlet. Then he found himself in front of her and she took the bird, ripped off a wing and put in in her bag.


‘Who are you?’ she demanded in a fury.


‘Gwion Bach.’


‘What are you doing in my wood? How dare you come here?’ If her eyes could kill – which they couldn’t – he’d have been dead by now. He felt very small and very, very afraid.


‘Who is your father?’


‘I haven’t got a father.’


‘Who is your mother?’


‘I don’t have a mother.’


‘Well, who looks after you?’


‘Nobody looks after me.’


The witch suddenly changed. She went from being a furious figure who looked as though she was going to chop him up and put him in the pot for dinner to a kindly old lady, greeting her long-lost and favourite grandchild. Gwion was suspicious. Only the other day, the butcher had seen him taking a pie, smiled and said, ‘You poor thing, you must be really hungry, come and have another,’ and then, when he’d trotted happily back to take it, whacked him hard across the face and told him that he ever caught him stealing pies again, he would end up in a pie himself. And the butcher meant it.


Still, Gwion felt he couldn’t run away. Even if he’d wanted to, his legs would not obey. The witch explained that she wasn’t an evil witch, she just liked to be left alone (and to do her, and indeed most witches, justice, there was nothing evil about her, but people – by which I mean men – won’t leave single women alone). She grabbed a lizard, snipped its leg off with a pair of scissors, popped it in her bag and said, ‘Never mind dear, it will soon grow back.’ (Although this isn’t really true. Some amphibians – notably the axolotl – can regrow limbs, but not lizards. They can only regrow their tails. Though I suppose she was a witch, so either she didn’t know, or she was comforting the lizard, or using her magic so that it could regrow.)


No, she was not and did not want to be a wise woman. But she could be. She could’ve been the best, but she had her mind on other things. And the only way she could get people to leave her alone was by pretending to be a bad witch, or so she explained, as she talked kindly to Gwion Bach whilst feeding him a delicious apple pie that she just so happened to have in her pocket. Gwion had no love or respect for society and felt he understood. So when she asked him if he’d like to come and work for her – she’d pay him a penny a day and feed him all he could eat, if he would but stir a cauldron for a year and a day – he was not terrified, but asked how he could stir without stopping for so long? ‘Not to worry,’ the witch replied; she herself could stir at night when he was asleep. In the day she needed to gather offerings for the cauldron, which was not, she assured him, evil. Then there was Mrs Morgan, the housekeeper, who could cover now and again during the day when he needed a little break, to eat perhaps.


It was an offer no hungry, homeless, friendless orphan could refuse. He wasn’t sure exactly how much a penny was, or how many days there were in a year, but in his short life he’d never had all the food he could eat. He trotted happily back to the cave and set to stirring the cauldron. Then, for a moment, the witch looked like an evil witch again. She told him that if he so much as tasted the potion, he’d be put in the pot and she would eat him – and he knew that she would, even if she didn’t want to. Even if, as she said, she’d never eaten a boy before, never even thought of eating a boy. And if she was going to start eating boys, she wouldn’t start with a skinny wretch like him, oh no, she’d start with Bill the butcher’s boy, who was famously rotund. Gwion suspected then that perhaps she had thought of eating boys before, because even he had thought about eating Bill.




[image: The witch and Gwion in the cave. The boy is stirring in a big pot, while the witch is watching him, holding a lizard and a long bar in her hands. Snakes and one more lizard are crawling around. Vegetables and herbage are hanging from the ceiling, and several glasses and bowls standing on a shelf. On a table and on the ground still more dishes and bottles are spread.]




Gwion loved his new life. Mrs Morgan was wonderful. She would come and chat for hours and was always feeding him. The witch herself was rather a sweetheart, telling him long stories about her childhood, and every now and then making him a particularly delicious cake. He had never had enough to eat, never slept in the same place twice, never been with people who liked him, never felt himself useful before – and every day, the pile of pennies grew. He went from being a skinny boy to being rather a fat boy, but it didn’t worry him. He felt like one of the family.


One day, he looked out of the cave and saw the Lent lilies were about to bloom. When he’d started stirring they’d been blooming, so it must be coming up to a year and a day. He looked at his great pile of pennies. He had no idea how many there were, but it was an awful lot. He’d be able to buy all the butcher’s pies (not that they were as nice as the witch’s pies). No, he’d go to the baker and buy all the baker’s cakes…no, they wouldn’t be as good as the witch’s. No, what he really needed was a house. He’d buy himself a house, and clothes. He had no idea how much that would cost but he had an awful lot of pennies. As the delicious thoughts tumbled through his mind his attention slipped, and he splashed some of the cauldron’s broth onto his hand. It was hot, so hot. He screamed, wiped it on his trousers and tried to lick it better, but in licking it he tasted the forbidden fruit.


And all of a sudden, he knew why the potion was hot: it had been heated by fire that had come from the mouth of the very first dragon and been passed around mankind ever since. He knew that the moon was pulling the daffodils out of the land. And he knew that the witch was coming and that the witch would chop him up and put him in the cauldron and eat him, and he knew that if he ran to the back of the cave and pushed the big stone, there was a passage only he could fit down and escape, and he knew the witch had shrunk and come up after him, and he knew he was a fat round boy and couldn’t run very fast and the witch was going to catch him, and he knew that if he was a hare he could run faster than her, and he was a hare, and he was getting away, but the witch was now a greyhound and he knew she could run faster than him, but he knew that a greyhound could not swim and if he leapt into the lake and was a fish he could escape, and he was a fish. And the witch was an otter, and he knew there was nowhere he could swim that the otter couldn’t catch him. And he knew if he was a pigeon, he could fly away and the otter couldn’t follow, and he was a pigeon, and he knew the witch was a gyrfalcon soaring high above and that she was coming for him, and he could not escape unless he was a worm and could crawl underground and then he’d be safe. At least, he would be safe, if the witch were not a mole waiting underground to gobble him up.


Nine months later, the witch gave birth to a boy. Much as she loved him, she knew someone else would love him more. She wrapped him warmly and put him in a coracle that floated down the river, where he was found by a prince who named him Taliesin, and he grew to be the greatest poet the world has ever known.










Gwen, the Pig and the Witch


The complicated adventures of an unloved girl called Gwen, her horrible childhood, an enchanted valley,
the witch that wants to eat her, the farmer that wants to kill her and the boy who wants to marry her.


In Powys long, long ago, so long ago that no one’s quite sure when it was, but everyone agrees that it did happen, indeed there is no question about whether it happened or not – for it is a story and all stories are true, and all stories have happened (now, whether they happened to the actual people in them at the time the story says they did is another matter)…but anyhow. At the time this tale begins, there was a servant wench, Branwen, at the great Cold Comfort Farm, who gave birth to a girl she called Gwendolyn. It could have been a miracle, for she was unmarried and ‘no one knew’ who the father was. Which is to say that everyone knew who the father was. It was her master, Farmer Evens, who’d done something nasty to her in the woodshed. But everyone was afraid of him, and no one dared face up to him, for he was friends with that evil English Magistrate Smith and could have anyone locked up. Not that he’d need to when he could take his whip to you, did take his whip to you – and especially to his wife, Rhiannon, who might or might not have said something about this new baby, but was so roundly whipped that Farmer Evens then had to do his own milking for at least a week.


As he was milking, he looked long and hard at the cow’s bottom in front of his face and came to the conclusion that a cow’s bottom was a much more trouble-free area of pleasure than serving wenches. Oh, he knew all about sheep, don’t worry about that. But he had sworn an oath that he would only go down on his knees twice in his life – once before God and once before entering a woman – and he was not going to go down on his knees before, or rather behind, a sheep. Oh no, he’d much rather stand on a stool behind a cow. Besides, there was always a cow in the barn, whereas sheep had to be caught. True, the cow boy Billy had asked him if he preferred Esmerelda or Maude, but he’d whipped Billy and made him have a go, only to discover that Billy was actually rather partial to Maude. So he’d whipped Billy again for good measure and they hadn’t talked about it any further, though Farmer Evens stuck to Esmerelda from there on.


As you have probably guessed by now, Farmer Evens was not a nice man, and his farm was not a nice place to be. Branwen’s life was not a good life, not a happy life. Her daughter, Gwen, was not welcome at the farm, but as she was born there, they’d feed her and make her useful. Branwen’s life was already miserable, but Gwen only made it worse. There was some motherly instinct that meant that, while Branwen did look after her daughter, she was never nice to her.


When Gwen was twelve, she came running to her mother to say that the master’s son, George Evens (and no good could be expected of anyone with an English name like George, could it?), was threatening to be nice to her. Branwen shrugged and explained that they were poor people. It always had been the lot of the poor to service the rich and it always would be. They were just cattle after all, and everyone knew that what the Evenses did with their cattle, they’d do with their servants. Gwen would just have to get used to it.


‘Don’t try and enjoy it,’ her mother said. ‘There’s no fun to be had from that sort of thing for a girl. Just do your best to keep his purple-headed womb ferret in your back hole, then you won’t have a baby. He’s a nasty boy, that George, I’ll give you that. Why can’t he just stick to the sheep? The rich are all the same! Let them burn in hell – but I’ll bet they’ll find a way of taking their gold with them down there and making us carry on looking after them. Preacher Jones may well say there’s a special place in hell for the rich and the English, that there’ll be red-hot pokers going up their arses all day long. I don’t believe it. I think they’ll be the ones with the pokers and we’ll still be the ones with the arses. Either that or they’ll enjoy it. They’ll probably enjoy it! I once saw Magistrate Smith and Farmer Jones taking it in turns to put their nightsticks up each other’s bottoms and they looked like they were enjoying it, alright. But then they saw me watching them, grabbed me, and that’s when one of them – or both of them, I don’t remember which – ended up in my front bottom, and I don’t know which one of them is your father.’
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