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INTRODUCTION



Herefordshire is an unconsidered country. Like the land of Faerie, most people are not sure where it is or even if it still exists. Before the advent of postcodes it was quite common to receive letters that had travelled via Hertfordshire because the Post Office could not completely believe that there was such a place. Its temporary extinction in the seventies only added to the problem.


This was not always the case. Before the Principality of Wales was assimilated into the English Crown, the county was on the front line of an often vicious war, and many tales in this book might have their inspiration in the fact that this was the place where Celt met Saxon and neither much liked the experience.


Current DNA analysis indicates that this divide might actually go back much further than the collapse of the Roman Empire. When Britain was being re-populated after the last Ice Age, from the tracking of gene types, one group is thought to have made its way along the North Atlantic coast up to Cornwall and Wales from their refuge near the Pyrenees, while another came via Scandinavia from a refuge in the Balkans. The first group was what we now call Celts and the second group Saxons. They met on the banks of the Wye and created a division that has lasted not 1,500 years but 10,000 years.


If Herefordshire is a difficult geographic concept, then the boundaries of the folk tale are even more difficult to define. Most people blur it with fairy tales, though there are blessed few fairies in these pages and those that are have no blood relationship to Tinkerbell and her nineteenth-century cousins. These are the stories that the people of Herefordshire told each other, and not always just for entertainment.


Stories are for all ages. Anyone who thinks that the strong themes of some of these stories are not for children does not know their children; anyone who assumes these tales are only for children does not know themselves.


Every story tells itself differently to each new storyteller. I am happy for you to tell any of these stories to a friend or significant other, as long as you tell it in your own way. My publisher will be even happier if you buy them their own copy of the book.




1


A LOVE TOKEN



If you tell an audience that you are about to tell them a love story, half the audience groans and wishes they had stayed home to watch the football on telly. But this is a medieval love story, and so a bit more robust than the ones we are used to.
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The manor of Much Cowarne, in the rolling hills east of Hereford was, in the thirteenth century, owned by a knight called Grimbald Pauncefote. No greater example of chivalry lived in the county. He could leap onto his horse in full armour, pierce an apple with his lance from a galloping horse and be the last man standing in a mêlée, the final challenge in a tournament when all knights fought together. Such a man, though poor in land and fortune, could have found himself a lady from any of the greatest families in the country. Instead he turned his eye on Constantia, the daughter of Sir John Lingen. They had known each other since childhood and, although she did not come with money or land, she came with long blonde hair down to her waist, a high forehead and a bright sparkle in her blue eyes. And her hands were white and unblemished with long tapering fingers, skilled in the arts of weaving and love. So it was to her that he gave a fine gold ring, embossed with the three lions rampant, his badge that all knights had come to fear in the tournament.


One would think that a man such as Grimbald would be happy enough with his lot, with a fine wife and fine lands, but he was young and wiser councils whispered into his ears. They said that there was honour to be won in the Crusades, that a man of such prowess must test himself in foreign wars. Quietly he looked at his wife and thought how proud she would be if he came back with glory from the Holy Land.


So, one sad day, he bade farewell to his wife and his manor and he rode out to seek fame. As he rode away he looked back to see his wife standing as still as a statue at the manor gates and he saw the sun shining on his fields and for all the world he would have turned his horse around and returned. But he was a man of honour and knew he could do no such thing. So he rode on to see what fate would befall him.


This crusade, which only aimed to bring enlightenment to the pagans, did not go well. I am not sure if any crusade has ever gone well. Instead of charging madly at the enemy as soon as he is seen, as any good Christian knight will, the Turks hid behind hills, they attacked from behind and employed many other stratagems that led to the death of many a good knight.


The leader of the crusade, King Louis of France, was riding through the desert one day with his knights all about him. The heat was fierce and the knight riding behind the king let his lance slip so that it fell on the helmet of the king. His brains boiling in the heat, King Louis immediately guessed that he was being attacked. Drawing his sword and crying ‘For God and St Denis!’ he charged towards an empty sand dune.


His distraught followers raced after him and were eventually able to get him off his horse, rip off his helmet and douse his head with water. But it was too late. The king’s brains had been permanently addled and a merciful God soon put an end to his suffering. We know this good man as St Louis, for the martyrdom he suffered for the cause.


All hope for success was now lost and, in the last desperate battle, Grimbald was captured by the Sultan of Tunis. He was brought before this fearsome despot, but Grimbald retained his courage and he said, ‘My lord, it is the custom of my country to ransom any prisoners of quality that are taken. I am not a wealthy man but I offer you what riches and land I have.’
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The sultan laughed and he said, ‘Look around you. See the silks and jewels and gold in my court. What riches have you that would interest me? And what would I want with lands in a far off country of which I know nothing and care even less.’


So Grimbald fell silent, expecting his death.


But the sultan said, ‘One thing I do need and that is a eunuch for my harem. You have a fine figure. It is a role that would fit you very well.’


And now Grimbald, for all that his face was burnt brown by the sun, turned pale for there are some things that a man fears more than death. He fell on his knees and he cried, ‘Great sultan, have mercy on me. At home I have a young wife who loves me above all other men. She has done nothing to harm you. Please let me return home to her.’


And the sultan sat back on his great gold throne and he said, ‘There is little mercy that you Frankish knights have shown my own people but this I will offer you, to show you that people of the faith can show mercy. Send word to your wife and if, within a year and a day, she can return to you a love token that will show me that she really loves you above all other men, then I will let you go.’


So a messenger was sent to the crusader’s camp and, a few months later, a weary traveller came to the manor of Much Cowarne and he gave to Lady Constantia the message from the sultan.


And Lady Constantia retired alone to her chamber and all that dark night she thought of what token she could send. A red rose? No, anyone can send such a thing. One of Grimbald’s fine hunting dogs? No, surely her love was greater than a dog. And then, as dawn was breaking over the fields of Much Cowarne, she thought of what she could send and that morning she sent to Gloucester for a man who could help her in her task.


A year and a day after the sultan had issued his challenge, a weary traveller arrived at the sultan’s court and he was carrying an oak casket.


He said, ‘Great and mighty sultan. This has been sent from the Frankish camp, sent from the Lady Constantia to her lord.’


Grimbald was sent for and the sultan said, ‘Now open the casket and let us all see what your lady has sent you to show that she loves you above all men.’


Grimbald went to the casket and he lifted the lid. Then he stood back in horror. He let out a terrible cry, his hands pulled at his hair in despair and he fell on the ground sobbing.


The sultan was amazed. ‘What love token can have this effect?’ he said.


He too went over to the casket and looked inside and he too flinched back in horror. Because in the casket was a mummified human hand. The sultan looked more closely and he saw that the hand was small and delicate, a woman’s hand. And he looked closer and he saw the fingers were long and tapering. It was the hand of a beautiful woman. And he looked closer and he saw, on one of the fingers, a gold ring with three lions embossed on it, just like those on Grimbald’s coat.


And he looked closer and he saw there was a parchment in the casket and he picked it out and gave it to his Vizier.


‘You understand their writing. What does this say?’


The Vizier read the parchment and, as he did so, even though he was an old and hard man and had sent many men to their deaths, tears came into his eyes.


‘Great sultan,’ he said. ‘It says “This have I done for love of my lord”.’


For the man Lady Constantia had sent for was the surgeon of Gloucester Priory; a man who had learned from the Turks the skill to be able to take off a hand with the flick of his knife and to cauterize the wound with black tar to stop the bleeding.


The sultan sat down on his gold throne and he was quiet for many moments. Then finally he spoke.


‘Grimbald, go, you are free, because your lady has answered me. I control the fate of many and men will do anything for fear of me, but I know that no one would do this for love of me. Go home and take with you as much silk as you can carry. Take as many jewels and gold coins as you can fit into your pack. But promise me one thing; that, once you are home, you will never leave your lady’s side again, for a woman like this deserves to be treated with respect.’


Many months later the steward of Much Cowarne was checking the sheep when he saw a horseman riding along the road from Hereford. There was something familiar about the way he rode that put him in mind of the man whom he most wanted to see riding along that road. But, as the horseman came closer, the steward saw it could not be him because the man he was looking for was a young man and this man was old. His hair was white, his shoulders were stooped and there were deep lines on his face.


Then, as the horseman came closer, the steward looked into the man’s eyes and he saw the man he was hoping for and he ran to the horse and helped the man from the saddle, and he cried out, ‘Lord, you have returned to us!’
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The other servants heard the noise and they too came running and there was loud cheering and great joy. But Grimbald, as he shook their hands, saw there was one who was standing aloof from the celebration, the one he most wanted to greet stayed apart from the merry-making.


He pushed his way through the crowd and approached his lady but Lady Constantia said, ‘No! Don’t come any closer, for I am much changed since you last saw me and I am ashamed for you to see me like this.’


But Grimbald ran to her and knelt before her and he lifted her arm and he kissed the stump and he said, ‘Lady, you are more beautiful to me today than you ever were. I too am much changed. My hair is white and I am stooped like an old man. But more importantly, when I went away I was a fool. In the desert I learned wisdom. I have made a vow to the Sultan of Tunis that I will not leave your side again.’


The couple embraced and they were reconciled and Grimbald kept to his vow and they lived together as well as a man and woman can, and when Death finally came to separate them they went together to Much Cowarne church and they sleep there still. Although you cannot now see their tomb, this story is still told to show the power of love. But if a wise man hears the tale he may learn not to take love for granted.
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AN INDEPENDENT BISHOP



Strictly speaking, this is a Worcestershire tale, but it appears in Mrs Leather’s classic Folklore of Herefordshire, so there is clearly a Herefordshire connection. In the Iron Age Herefordshire, Worcestershire and Gloucestershire were all part of the Dobunni tribal region, so there will always be a strong link.
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Being king was not nearly as much fun as King John thought it would be. When he had only been a prince he had schemed and plotted continuously against his father and brother, Henry II and Richard the Lionheart, in order to become king. Now he found it was terrible hard work.


He was in Worcester so he went off to the cathedral to see if he could get a bit of peace. But he found the place was a building site. It had come into a bit of money and was using it to make itself a bit bigger.


He went up to one of the stone masons and asked him what he was doing, the way monarchs are supposed to do.


‘Just cutting this piece of stone.’


‘Why?’


‘Dunno. I’ve just been told to.’


A little depressed the king moved on to another mason.


‘And what are you doing?’


‘This is going to be a gargoyle.’


Encouraged, the king continued. ‘What do they do?’


‘Dunno. I carve gargoyles. My father made gargoyles, and my grandfather made gargoyles before him.’


Thinking he was the king of a nation of oafs, the king walked on until he came to another mason who was humming quietly to himself as he worked.


‘Why not,’ thought the king. ‘I may as well talk to three fools today as two.’


‘What are you doing my man?’


The man turned, with a great smile on his face. ‘I’m making a cathedral!’


King John was so pleased to find somebody in his kingdom who was happy in his work that he thought that it would not be too bad a thing, when the time came, to be buried himself in the cathedral that this mason had made, so he went off to see the bishop, to see how this might be arranged.
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When he came to the Bishop’s Palace he saw a sign on the door in Latin saying ‘This is the home of the Independent Bishop of Worcester.’


There was nothing more guaranteed to make him angry. Heaven knew he had enough trouble keeping control of his nobles and now here was this bishop proclaiming that he was independent.


He burst through the doors of the palace and came upon the bishop just as he was devouring a capon.


‘What the devil do you mean by that sign, that you are the Independent Bishop of Worcester?’


‘My lord, I mean no harm by it,’ said the discomforted prelate.


‘No harm! Well, I’ll show you what harm it is. Last night there was a full moon. On the night of the next full moon I shall expect you at my castle in Winchester and there you shall answer me three questions. If you fail in answering any of those questions then I do not think you will be the Independent Bishop of Worcester for much longer, because even the Pope won’t let a man be bishop if he has no head on his shoulders.


The king stormed out, leaving the bishop bitterly regretting having put that sign at his door. In the evening he went outside to get some fresh air to see if that would clear his head.


There was one mason still working., the last the king had spoken to. Eventually the mason saw him there and he put down his tools.


‘Why so glum Lord Bishop?’ He was a Hereford man and so regarded any as his equal.


‘I’m thinking it is better to be a stone mason than the Independent Bishop of Worcester.’


The mason laughed. ‘I reckon we just have to get on and do the jobs the good Lord has given us and to do them the best we can.’


The bishop told the mason the tale of the king’s visit and how he was not likely to be the Independent Bishop of Worcester for much longer.


‘Is that all?’ said the mason.


‘It is enough,’ said the bishop.


‘I think it is a thing that is easily remedied. Does the king know you well?’


‘We only met today.’


‘Good, because he only saw me today for the first time as well. If he is like any other man he will remember the clothes more than the face. If I can borrow the suit of clothes you are wearing now I will be happy to go to Winchester in your place and answer the king. The bishop was more than happy that this should be so.


The moon waned and then started to wax and it was time for the mason to go to Winchester. He put on the bishop’s mitre all encrusted with jewels. He put on the bishop’s fur mantle over his old clothes and he rode off in the bishop’s fine horse so that, if they met on the road, their own mothers would have been hard put to it to tell the difference.


He came to the king’s court and there was the king sitting on his throne and around him all his nobles waiting to see what would happen. But he was a mason and that did not worry him. He walked up to the king, bowed and said, ‘How fares your lordship this fine day?’


There was something familiar about him but the king assumed that this was the bishop he had met a month ago. ‘Well enough,’ the king replied. ‘Let us hope you fare as well after you have answered my questions.’


‘That we shall see,’ said the mason.


‘So, how soon can I travel all around the world?’


‘You can do that in a day.’


‘What! Are you a fool? It takes me weeks to travel all around my kingdom. How can I travel around the world in a day?’


‘You can if you go with the sun because he is overhead at noon, goes all around the world and then is overhead again at midday.’


There was laughter around the court and cries of ‘Well done’ and ‘That’s one for the bishop.’


The king was not worried. He still had two questions left. ‘Very well then; now tell me how much I am worth.’


‘Nothing at all.’


There was a sharp intake of breath around the court.


‘What do you mean by that?’


‘Only one man in this world was ever worth anything and that was our Saviour; he was sold for thirty pieces of silver. Against that you, me or any man, is not worth anything.’


Again there was laughter around the court. ‘True again.’ ‘Another to the bishop!’


The king was not worried. He still had his best question.


‘Now you must tell me what I am thinking.’


‘You think I am the Independent Bishop of Worcester, but I am really the stone mason you met in the yard.’


With that he took off the jewelled mitre and threw the fur mantle to the ground, revealing his old stone mason’s clothes beneath. There was silence in the court while the nobles looked at the king to see how he would take it.


Then the king laughed and he had not laughed so much in many a year, so all the court laughed and everyone felt better about themselves.


‘The bishop has answered my questions, even if he had to send a servant to do it. You can go back to Worcester and tell the real bishop he can keep his head on his shoulders.’


The stone mason was given a good quantity of gold coins to take back with him, though he said it would not change him, he would remain a stone mason. He went back to tell the bishop the good news, that he was still the Independent Bishop of Worcester. But the bishop thought that it would be best to take down the sign and live a more modest life in future.
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BLACK VAUGHAN



Every Herefordian knows that the Hound of the Baskervilles was pupped in Herefordshire. The story goes that Sir Arthur Conan-Doyle was staying at Baskerville Hall and heard the story of the black hound whose appearance was the harbinger of a death in the Vaughan family from the lady of the house, who was born a Vaughan. She allowed him to use the tale however he thought fit on condition it was not set in Herefordshire.
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Some believe that they called Thomas Vaughan of Hergest Court ‘Black Vaughan’ because of his dark hair or dark complexion. That may be so, but men did not gather the fear and respect needed to keep hold of land on the Welsh Borders in the fifteenth century by the colour of their hair. The Welsh Marches was a difficult enough place to keep any inheritance together, but this was the time of what was later to be called the Wars of the Roses. It was a rather delightful name hinting at pageantry and chivalry, but for those who lived through the war the only red was spattered blood and the only white splattered brains.


Now, if you go to Kington Church, you will be shown the beautiful tomb of Thomas Vaughan and his wife. They look the perfect medieval couple, him in his armour, she with her beautiful long hands held together in prayer. He looks as if he would slaughter nothing more than a dragon and she would spend her time in making tapestries rather than widows. So are the crimes of the past forgotten or made part of our heritage.
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In a world of fearsome people, Thomas Vaughan stood out enough to be called ‘Black’. Probably no impaling was involved, those were the ways of the continent and this was after all Christian on Christian violence, but there was obviously enough violence to make people wary if they came near him. He had started out well, having been born with a snake wrapped around his neck, at least that was the popular account, clearly marking him out as one to watch. He married well, not just the land that came with Ellen Gethin of Llanbister, but her reputation as well, as she had done enough to earn the name Red Ellen, having killed her cousin with an arrow through the heart. Well, after all, he had killed her younger brother, but that is a story for another day. Just to say that they were people unlikely to look forward to a quiet evening in.


When civil war breaks out all a man can do is follow his lord and hope that that side will be successful. Vaughan’s lord was Yorkist so that was the side he chose. Eventually that would be the winning side but that was no good to him when he was taken by surprise by a gang of Lancastrians near Banbury and beheaded.


His body, in two parts, was brought back and given a proper burial in Kington Church and that should have been the end of him. Even a black-hearted man cannot do black deeds without a head.


The news gradually seeped through to his downtrodden peasantry. Treading down your peasantry has traditionally been the best way of making some easy money. Without easy money you could not attract followers and then you could not wage war. What was a lord if, in the time of great turmoil, he did not have the wherewithal to make war? Probably dead.


At first nobody could dare believe the good news that Black Vaughan was gone, but, as his absence became more real, then the possibility of freedom from him began to seem almost possible. Not that there was any celebration or anything like that. It would feel far too dangerous, just a general feeling that the air had lifted a little.


Then the dog started appearing, a big black dog. First it was just something people caught at the side of their eye. When you turned it was gone and you almost forgot that you had seen it.


Then the sheep started dying. Not dropping dead of murrain in an act of God sort of way, but with their throats torn out in a devilish way. Not eaten like a wolf would do, but left covered in flies on the hillside for a warning. People started remembering. ‘Thomas Vaughan, didn’t he always have a huge black mastiff by his side? We always called it his familiar. Surely …’


Little Hilda was the only daughter of the miller that had lived. A life full of all that was good in the fifteenth century was hers. All the knick knacks that the peddlers brought from over the hills were there for the asking. Not for her scaring the birds or washing clothes in the stream. For her there was a childhood such that very few other children in Kington could expect. At least until such time as she was ready to be married. What plans her father had


So when the dog came for her she was deep in the wood, just for devilment because her mother had told her that she could not go there.


At first she was not worried by the rustling in the undergrowth. She had heard worse and she was the daughter of the miller.


Then the dog thrust its muzzle out of the brambles, blood dripping from the thorn cuts on its nose, but it did not seem to care, drool dripping in anticipation from its mouth.


She turned and ran and she ran quickly, but a dog can run quicker.


Even in those bad days you cannot kill the only daughter of a miller with impunity. A few peasants’ sheep were one thing, but this was quite another.


Knights were expensive. The village could not afford one of those and anyway there was a war on and anyone even half good was in someone else’s pay. So they had to turn to the watchman. The watchman was not a bad fighter. He had got the job through his prowess in tavern brawls and had valued the extra pennies that the job provided.


But fighting a lord, and that a lord who has been transformed into a fearsome black dog was another matter.


Still, he could not lose face in front of the townspeople, who were generous in giving him drinks to shore his spirits up so, one hot midday, he set off to find the beast.


He walked all over Hergest Ridge that afternoon. The sun was starting to set over Wales and the drink was starting to wear off and the confidence he had felt at noon was starting to dissipate with it. It was time to head back, his duty done. He had just been unlucky and had not been able to fine the great beast.
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