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This book is dedicated to Paula Cox, who always made the space to listen to stories and share them gently on her travels.
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Foreword by Catherine Smith


Here in Sussex, we know we’re very lucky. We can run around on glittering beaches and wade into sparkling seas; we have towering white cliffs, springy green hills splodged with sheep … and lots of very odd-sounding place names. We also have plenty of stories, ancient stories that show us how Sussex was shaped, not only by the weather and the passing of time, but by people from ‘elsewhere’ who settled in this beautiful place. These stories show us how Sussex people used to live, and what they believed – they are special to Sussex, but also contain echoes of stories from all around the world, such as the idea of trying to fish the moon out of a pool or star sisters that land on high places to dance.


So … did you know that the name ‘Sussex’ came from the old word for ‘South Saxons’ (Suthsaxe)? (Imagine those Saxons: ‘A band of warrior pirates from Northern Europe, who arrived on the coast like wolves among sheep.’) Or that Sussex was once the smuggling capital of England?


Ever wondered how people used to travel between towns and villages, and whom they might have encountered along the way – perhaps a hard-hearted highwayman or, even worse, a phantom hard-hearted highwayman …


Ever wondered how the Seven Sisters and Devil’s Dyke acquired their names?


In these extraordinary stories, you’ll meet a surprising cast of characters, including the Devil himself – also known as ‘Mr Lucifer’, who was happily at home in Sussex until Saint Dunstan, Grannie Annie, and a clever boy called Jack set to work; a hare with magical powers; a gleeful fairy called Puck; a brave and clever girl who outsmarts smugglers to regain possession of her precious mare and foal; a terrifying butter-loving giant made of bread … you’ll meet centaurs, dancers, shepherds and abandoned children. They all have wonderful stories to tell you.


Catherine Smith


CATHERINE SMITH lives in Lewes and is a writer of poetry, fiction, Live Literature and radio drama. She teaches for The Creative Writing Programme in Brighton, The Arvon Foundation and The Poetry School.




Introduction




Although I’m not rich and although I’m not poor,
I’m happy as those that’s got thousands or more.


Folk song from the Copper Family Songbook





Like songs, stories are jewels, mined from the hearts of storytellers and the earth beneath their feet. Every time you tell a tale or sing a song to someone else, it shines a little brighter.


Particularly, the Copper family of Rottingdean have shared with us their Sussex riches: songs and stories collected over hundreds of years. John Copper, born in 1949, learned songs at the knee of his grandfather, Jim. As the family rehearsed, he kept young John interested by hiding a tube of smarties somewhere on his person and helping the lad search through his pockets:


‘Let’s hev a look in this ’un, young brancher, shall us? Doh, ’tent in there noither!’


The smarties were always in the last pocket.


Folk tales, too, are handed down from generation to generation. We hope that you will pass them on, and in so doing, find the smarties in the pocket of each.


Xanthe and Robin
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The Chalk Giant – How Stories Came to Sussex


• Wilmington •


When spring comes in the birds do sing,
The lambs do skip and the bells do ring …


Old Jack Pettit’s Song –
farmworker of Rottingdean





[image: illustration]





Before the first flints were struck to make a fire, before the first stories were told to warm the heart and before the seasons came to Sussex, there lived a girl giant and a boy giant who were brother and sister.


The girl was called Shine because the second she was born, the sun rose, and wherever she went, the sun followed. Whether Shine got her sparkle from the sun, or whether the sun got its sparkle from Shine, no one knew.


The boy was called Dum because the first time he opened his mouth it was to sing:




Dum de dum diddle


Rol me rol riddle


Skip de skip skiddle.





Shine ran from east to west over the grass and shingle collecting things to share with her brother in the evening: crab apples, thymescented honey, sheep’s teeth and tusks. She kept them in a heap in the corner of their cave.


Dum spent his days looking after the little sheep. In those days, there were thousands in these parts. They gave the giants milk, cheese and fleeces. It took about eighteen sheeps’ fleeces to make a single coat for a giant.


One day, Shine found a piece of stag antler. She gave it to Dum. He made holes along the bone with a sharpened stone, put the whistle to his mouth and started to play. As he practised, the bees buzzed, the fish flipped and the leaves rustled. In those days, it was always summer.


As soon as the sun began to sink, all the other giants huddled underneath their sheepskins and went to sleep. Dum would take a soft piece of chalk and draw pictures on the rocks and Shine would say, ‘Once upon a time … Once upon a time … Once upon a time …’ but she could never think of what to say next. She was looking for a string of words to help her fall asleep, words that would make pictures, pictures that would make dreams.


One evening, Dum and Shine were playing hide and seek. It was Shine’s turn to hide. She ran fast around Windover Hill because at any moment Dum would be shouting, ‘Coming ready or not!’ She stopped abruptly. There was a gate in the grass in the side of the hill. It had two posts on either side and two doors that met in the middle. She pushed and they creaked apart, but just a chink. Whether in those days gates spoke when they creaked, or whether giants could understand the language of doors, I don’t know, but this is what it said:
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Give me a gift to enter in


And ‘Once upon a time’ begins.


There’s fire below, and tales unheard


They lie in wait, each spark a word.


But once the words begin to burn


The fire keeper can’t return.





Shine had no idea what ‘fire’ was, but she longed for a story. ‘Please have this,’ she said to the door. Pulling off her hat made from the bark of the silver birch, she threw it into the darkness in front of her.


The door opened and she passed through. Seeing a white path hugging the inside of the hill she began to walk and the gate closed behind her. It was dark, but Shine could find her steps by following the ribbon of white chalk, which spiralled down until she came to another gate. She pushed. It creaked like the first one:




A gift will cause these gates to part


Then ‘Once upon a time’ can start.





Shine was excited, how she longed for a story! She took off her necklace of oyster shells and threw it into the darkness. The gate opened. She passed through it and carried on walking down the winding path.


At the following five gates, Shine gave away:


her snakeskin belt,


her prized white feather,


her favourite stone with the hole in the middle,


her bracelet of walnut shells,


and finally, her cloak of many sheepskins.


She shivered, but not for long because behind the seventh door was a pile of flints and dry branches.


Shine got an idea. She picked up one stone and struck it against the other. It sparked! Shine struck again but this time she held the spark against the wood and fire flashed. Red and orange flames warmed her cold bones. The Hill seemed to sigh a happy sigh and soon Shine knew why. In the crackle she heard words:




Once upon a time, in a land between the hills and the sea …





While Shine was listening to the world’s first story, Dum was searching for her. He tried all their secret places but she was nowhere to be found. He was so unhappy he couldn’t sing a song or play a note. Without his music, the bees stopped buzzing, the fish stopped flipping and the leaves fell off the trees. Without Shine’s sparkle, bit by bit, day by day, the sun lost its strength. It rose late and sank early. Every day it became weaker. The giants became weak with cold and hunger. Dum stared at the sea. He couldn’t move for sadness.


Then, one morning, he heard a rapping in his heart like a knocking on a door. ‘Ready or not! Come and find me!’ It was Shine’s voice. Only he could hear it. He was on his feet running just as he had months ago during their game of hide and seek. He could feel her speaking to him, ‘Cold, really cold!’ He came to Windover Hill, ‘Warm! Getting warmer! Hot! Burning hot!’


The grass parted and Dum saw a double gate. It had two posts on either side and two doors that met in the middle. He pushed and they creaked apart, but just a chink:




A song will open up these gates


Inside your sister Shine awaits.


And once the singer is inside


It’s no more seek; it’s no more hide.
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