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INTRODUCTION



One winter’s evening in the 1980s, I wandered across Northam Road – a main road leading out of Southampton – for a pint in the Prince of Wales. It was a wet, dark, miserable evening and the orange, sodium street lights glowed dully as the drizzle drifted inland from Southampton Water and the Solent beyond.


I leaned on the bar next to Reg Gulley and he told me the following story, which he claimed was true…


On a night like this, a young girl was seen trying to hitch a lift on Northam Bridge. A couple – who wouldn’t want to be called elderly, but who were certainly of mature years – saw her from their car. They didn’t really hold with picking up hitchhikers, but she looked so young and wet and miserable – and if they didn’t pick her up, who might?


So they stopped.


Sitting shivering in the back seat of the car, the girl told the couple that she’d been on a shopping trip to town and she’d lost her purse, so she didn’t have the bus fare home. Home was in Thornhill, an area of Southampton not far from the couple’s house.


‘Oh well, we’ll take you home, dear,’ they told her.


They stopped just down the road from her house, and offered to walk her to the door.


‘No, it’s fine,’ she said, ‘Thank you for the lift.’


The couple drove home, but, when they got there, they found the girl’s coat on the back seat of the car, all wet with the rain. Since they knew where she lived, they decided to return the coat the next morning. When they knocked on the door, a middle-aged man answered.


‘We’ve got your daughter’s coat. She left it in our car when we gave her a lift home.’


‘Are you sick?’ shouted the man. His wife appeared behind him.


‘People like you should be put away!’ she screamed at them.


Finally, the unfortunate couple managed to persuade the girl’s parents that they were serious – and then they were told a story: a year ago, the girl had lost her purse whilst on a shopping trip to town, so she had decided to hitchhike home. On Northam Bridge, she had been hit by a car and was killed.


Her parents took the incredulous couple to St Mary Extra Cemetery to show them their daughter’s grave – and what should they see when they walked towards the grave? There, draped over the headstone, was her coat.


That was the first time I had heard that story. Later, I came to realise that it was a generic urban legend, set in different locations all over the world. Indeed, in 1981, before I’d heard the story, an American academic, Jan Harold Brunvand, wrote a book called The Vanishing Hitchhiker: American Urban Legends and Their Meanings. But to me, the legend was always located at Northam Bridge – well, Reg Gulley told it to me, and he heard it from so and so, who heard it from so and so – and so it must be true, mustn’t it?


But the location was so appropriate – I later heard that Wendy Boase, in her book The Folklore of Hampshire and the Isle of Wight, had already come across a version of the story, set on Northam Bridge, and whenever I heard versions of the story in Southampton, it was always set on, or by, Northam Bridge.


Northam, the inner city area of Southampton, where I live, is hardly the most prepossessing place in Hampshire, and Northam Road isn’t at all remarkable. Yet some places have a feeling to them. The bridge crosses the river to Bitterne Manor, which was once a Roman settlement called Clavsentvm, and there are stories of lines of Roman soldiers crossing the road here, and ghostly figures guarding the way through old Clavsentvm.


It’s easy to imagine, before there ever was a bridge, a mysterious traveller waiting for the ferry, and that traveller disappearing, and the boatman finding himself alone with the sound of the river and the birds flying inland from the sea. And sometimes I think I hear the sound of paddles – as if the first Belgae invaders are paddling up the lazy river, between the wooded hills. It’s a very singular place – and legends attach themselves to singular places.


Invariably, the stories I hear are not told by people who call themselves storytellers, or researchers, or folklorists. The stories do not always look back to some bucolic past – often they have changed and adapted. I might hear a story from the bloke with the hi-viz jacket, who I meet at the burger van next to the exit road to Odiham – a story about a haunted stretch of road; I might hear a story from that beautifully noisy woman at the farmers’ market – a story of an isolated copse which no one wants to enter; I might hear a story from a teaching assistant in a school – a story she insists belongs only to the locality she loves. Hampshire never had a William Bottrell, the folklorist who systematically collected stories in Cornwall. This is a blessing and a curse – so many stories must have been lost, but stories haven’t become quaint collectors’ items either; they have been free to evolve.


I work as a professional storyteller – and the privilege of this is that as soon as people find out, they tell me stories; indeed, I hardly dare mention my strange job to taxi drivers! These stories therefore amass within my poor benighted brain, and sometimes it’s hard to remember who my original source was. I became a professional storyteller in 1995 – but that, of course, wasn’t when I first started absorbing stories. As a greenkeeper near the Meon Valley I heard stories, as a council gardener in Southampton I heard stories, as a primary school teacher I heard stories. Often these tales attached themselves to a place; Hampshire comes alive to me through this buzz of stories and because of those special, ‘singular’ places – some of them beautiful, some most definitely not.


Reading stories is a strange thing. I am a storyteller, and so am used to hearing those words, rather than seeing them in print. The concept of silent reading is, historically, a recent one; for instance, the King James Bible was written to be read aloud, which makes it so different from modern translations. In some cases in this book, I have attempted to write a story as it is spoken – though this is difficult, because spoken stories change according to the mood of the listeners, the mood of the storyteller, the state of the weather, and the place where the story is being told! Other tales are written more discursively.


If I have an aim, other than enjoying myself and hoping that others can do so too, it is to encourage the reader to get out there and explore Hampshire and the Isle of Wight. To make this easier, the chapters are ordered geographically; we start in the New Forest and then head eastwards to Portsmouth, up to the Meon Valley and west to Romsey, then along the Test Valley up to the far north of Hampshire – a sort of letter S. Then it’s down to the Isle of Wight, underlining our letter S!


I do think that the best way to find stories is to get out there – to put on the boots and explore; to meet and talk to people; to listen, not just to whole stories, but to all those fragments that people mention in passing. Those stories are not just to be found in the conventionally picturesque areas either – they are also to be found in the cities, and in that strange semi-rural, semi-urban hinterland of which Hampshire has more than its fair share. Here then, are some of those stories.




One


YTENE: THE FOREST



The first thing to say about the New Forest is that it is old; indeed it is ancient. The oak and beech woodland is typical of how much of England’s landscape would have been in pre-medieval times – ‘climax woodland’, the mature stage of natural forest succession. However, an ancient meaning of the word ‘forest’ is open hunting ground, not just woodland, and this very much applies to the New Forest because it contains great stretches of heathland and bogland – some of which, like Cranes Moor, are the same today as they would have been after the last glaciation. This is highly unusual in the intensely managed landscape of England.


Much of the Forest (as the New Forest is simply known in the county) looks quite unlike the rest of Hampshire. In the 1940s, Brian Vesey-Fitzgerald wrote of ‘the magnificent view over Vales Moor and Crow Hill, a view that one would expect to find in Yorkshire or Devonshire but not in Hampshire’, and this holds true today.


Now that landscape has become a saleable commodity, it would cost an absolute fortune to buy as much as a shed in the Forest, but the thing that has made the Forest such a place for stories is its marginality, its thin soil and lack of agricultural fertility; its wildness. These are the qualities that made it a refuge and lurking place for people on the margins: outcasts, dissenters, gypsies, vagabonds – those without great means and money.


Then there are the people who seem to have been in the Forest forever – the people who may have resented the Saxons and Danes as much as they resented the Normans. And it was with the Normans that the name ‘New Forest’ arrived. The old name for the Forest was ‘Ytene’, and it only took on the rather banal name ‘New Forest’ because it was William the Conqueror’s new forest, where, as William of Gloucester put it: ‘Gane of hondes he loved y nou, and of wilde beste. And his forest and hys wodes, and most ye nywe forest.’


William made the Forest Crown property, and imposed forest law. Forest law operated outside common law and protected the ‘vert’ (the vegetation of the Forest) and the game there: the boar, the hare, the coney, the pheasant, the partridge, the wolf, the fox, the marten, the roe deer – but, most of all, the red deer. It was due to this royal ownership that the Forest survived.


Stories have developed through the years, suggesting that William cleared the Forest of its inhabitants, destroyed villages and churches, and drove the people from their land – but there is no archaeological evidence to support this. The lack of agricultural fertility indicates that there wouldn’t have been a large farming population anyway. But still, the laws were harsh; and hungry people banned from hunting deer – what resentment must that have stirred up? And how would stories from different times within the Forest have merged, and affected each other? Well, this brings us to the Rufus.


THE BLOOD-RED KING OF CANTERTON GLEN



William the Conqueror, when he lay dying, bequeathed his crown to his second living son, William Rufus – William the Red. Stories present him as a villainous ruler – this may be true, or may be partly due to propaganda, but, as no ruler at this time was much of a charmer, he was perhaps no worse than the others. Either way, it was in the Forest that William Rufus met his end, and a tangle of stories connect with this.


Sound is different in the New Forest woodland; it echoes. The bowmen would have known how to wait quietly amidst the trees. Then the peace would have been shattered as a stag bounded towards them, driven before a hullabaloo of shouts, whoops and galloping horses. One day, the stocky figure of William Rufus – easily recognised because of his red hair and beard, his even redder face, and those strange different-coloured eyes – stepped into the light and fired an arrow, which glanced off the stag as it leaped away. The Rufus shaded his eyes and watched it disappear into the dapple of greens and browns and shadows. Then another deer broke cover and Sir Walter Tyrell loosed off an arrow. It lodged in the king’s breast; he snatched at it with his hand, but it broke off and he fell dead. They left him there. No carrying the body home amidst great mourning; no lying in state.


Tyrell fled to Normandy – or maybe he was just bringing the tidings to Normandy. He stopped to wash his hands in Ocknell Pond, and then got a blacksmith to shoe his horse backwards to confuse anyone who might be pursuing him. In stories, people being pursued often shoe their horses backwards, and sometimes the Devil himself swivels his hooves the other way – but maybe Sir Walter wasn’t being pursued.


It was William de Breteuil’s job to ride to Winchester to declare the rights of William Rufus’ elder brother, Robert, to the throne. Robert was far away in the Holy Land, and William de Breteuil seemed in no hurry. He wandered to Winchester in a leisurely fashion, stopping off to have a drink here, a bite to eat there, a conversation over there, and a little flirtation just behind there. The Rufus’ younger brother, Henry, who was also at the hunt, galloped straight to Winchester and had himself proclaimed king before anyone could say, ‘whoopsy doopsy, the last king’s dead,’ after which William de Breteuil ambled in with an, ‘Oh dear me, I do appear to be too late. Hello Henry, a few lands and titles please.’


So, we have the story of the accident and the story of the assassination. But the Forest is a strange place – and there is another tale, a tale that lurks deep within the psyche of the Forest; and that’s the story of blood sacrifice.


Every version of the Rufus story is suffused with blood. In some versions of the story, he is said to have had a dream on the night before the hunt. There are two versions of this dream: in one version he finds himself entering an ornate church, gleaming with gold and fantastic paintings. As he gazes on them, the decorations fade away and the Rufus is in a plain, bare church – with the body of a man lying on the altar. The Rufus falls on this body, tearing at it with his teeth, desperate to swallow the flesh of the corpse. The corpse awakens, becomes Christ, and wrestles the Rufus, tearing his body open so that rivers of blood pour out and upwards, through the windows and door of the church, up into the sky, till they blot out the sun and the earth is plunged into darkness. In another version of the dream, devils come from hell to bleed the Rufus, like leeches. They tear open an artery and again rivers of blood spurt from his body and obliterate the sun. In many versions of the tale, the fleeing Sir Walter Tyrell washes his hands in Ocknell Pond, and on every anniversary of the killing, Ocknell Pond is said to turn as red as blood.


And there’s more blood!


The body of the Rufus lay in the Forest until Purkis the charcoal burner came along with his cart. (Purkis is still a Forest name; until recently, there was a quality butcher’s in Brockenhurst called Purkis. Sadly, it is now a convenience store.) Purkis hauled the body of the king onto his cart and transported it all the way to Winchester, along a route which became known as King’s Lane. A relic of this route, near Winchester, is said to be King’s Lane at Chilcomb, under Magdalen Hill Down. The body was said to have dripped blood all along the way, so that King’s Lane was a river of blood.


So another theory has arisen to explain the death of the Rufus; the theory that the killing was a ritual sacrifice. The killing took place on Lammas eve, Lammas being the festival of ‘the feast of the first fruits’, when bread was baked from the first harvest. The pre-Christian ancestor of Lammas was Lughnasadh, a festival where a ‘king’ was supposedly killed so that his blood would enrich the land. This theory suggests that the Rufus was part of a Mithraic cult, and was offering himself for sacrifice.


Historians debate the reasons for the death of the Rufus, and the debate is usually between the possibilities of a hunting accident or an assassination. The ritual sacrifice theory tends not to be taken seriously, and indeed I would think it highly unlikely that a gangster (and isn’t that what the forerunners of our royalty were: feuding, power-hungry families bearing all the characteristics of the Mafia?), a man interested in holding and maintaining power, would ever be likely to give his life for some abstraction. However, I’m a storyteller, as well as a frequent wanderer of the Forest, and this tale has never struck me as being simply about one historical incident. Stories can be subsumed by stories, and, in some seemingly historical accounts, there lie the shadows of more ancient legends.


Traditionally, the death of the Rufus was said to have taken place in Canterton Glen, in the north of the Forest. This is where there is a monument, called the Rufus Stone, erected in the eighteenth century to mark the site of his death. Historians, however, tend to believe that the Rufus was more likely to have died near Beaulieu or Brockenhurst, places in the Forest miles south of Canterton Glen. But Canterton Glen is a rather enigmatic place. Nowadays the A31, extending from the M27, thunders through the valley, but it is still a place with a strange feeling to it. Cantwaratun means ‘Farm of the Kentish men’, and ‘Kentish men’ doesn’t necessarily mean ‘men from Kent’ – it means ‘the other people’, ‘those people’, ‘the strange people’ – and there are parts of the Forest that don’t always feel friendly. Vesey-Fitzgerald, in 1949, wrote about a time when he was a child and was lost with his sister in Oakley Inclosure, a piece of woodland on Sir Walter Tyrell’s route away from the death scene:


We certainly were not frightened, but I think we were both a little uneasy, I know that I was, for I felt during the walk the hostility of the Forest – and I have had that feeling once or twice since.


I’ve known that feeling in Canterton Glen, but I wasn’t feeling a little uneasy – I was frightened: I was walking in the Forest without map or compass – indulging in the directionless walking that usually finds me ‘pixie-led’, wandering in a circle. I had no idea where I was, but as night fell I put my sleeping bag down amidst pine trees, and fell asleep without too much trouble. In the early hours of the morning, I was awoken by the cold – not surprising when sleeping rough, even in August; but this was different, this cold came from inside me, from in my bones, and it told me that things weren’t right. When I poked my head out of the sleeping bag, it was as if I was looking through night-vision binoculars – everything seemed red and slightly glowing. I pulled my head back into the sleeping bag, like a child hiding his head under the blankets, and when I finally looked out again everything had gone back to darkness. Later in the morning, I continued walking and heard the noise of traffic from the A31. I took my life in my hands and crossed the dual carriageway, found myself at the Rufus Stone, and saw the Sir Walter Tyrell pub – only then did I realise I was in Canterton Glen.


So it is that I think there is a much older story in Canterton Glen than the death of King William Rufus. Stories are slippery things, and they are quite capable of updating themselves, or attaching themselves to historical incidents.


Contemporary descriptions of William Rufus suggest that he may not have had red hair at all; his hair may have been straw-coloured. However, monks writing after the event, with an agenda based on the dispute between Church and royalty, and knowing full well on which side their bread was buttered, would easily have fitted their story into the oral narrative of the Forest. These stories of the Forest stretch back in time – to when there was still blood in the soil, and where something ancient and terrible was lurking, should you be unlucky enough to feel it.


THE WHITE STAG



Some of the Forest stags reach quite a size; it has been suggested that they can be larger than those of the Scottish Highlands. The stag is an iconic emblem of the Forest – but the greatest emblem is that of the white stag. The white stag, or white hart as it is known in pub names throughout the country, has long been a symbol of the otherworld, and the sight of it is said to portend that some important person is about to enter the otherworld. Whilst I don’t wish death on anyone, I’d love to be able to say that I’ve seen the white stag – but I haven’t. A number of times, wandering down the upper part of the Rhinefield Drive in the moonlight, I’ve almost convinced myself that he’s standing in front of me – but I fear I was moonstruck, and not entirely unaffected by a few pints recently downed in the Royal Oak in Fritham.


The white stag appears in many stories, and the shape-shifting of a human into a deer, and vice versa, is a common motif in stories worldwide; however, in this story the deer shape-shifts into a wild boar, which was once one of the more fearsome inhabitants of the Forest, and a much more formidable quarry for a hunter than a deer.


In the village of Burley, deep in the Forest, there lived a verderer called Robert. Verderers were administrators of the forest law set in place by William the Conqueror, so Robert had some power. Also in Burley lived Robert’s sweetheart, Mathilde. The love between them had the approval of Mathilde’s father, for Robert was an important young man, but it was still necessary to be discreet, so the couple would meet in the evenings in a forest glade outside the village. This glade was known as a ‘lawn’ – and how suburban that sounds now – but actually ‘lawn’ is an old Forest word for a grassy clearing in the trees.


They used to walk there separately, and, separately, they’d pass a hovel in which lived an old woman. She would always be at the doorway stirring her cauldron, and both Robert and Mathilde would avoid her gaze because her expression was so malevolent, so full of contempt and hatred, that they’d rather not have to recognise its existence.


The night before their wedding, Robert and Mathilde separately passed the old woman on their way to their tryst. As Robert approached the old woman’s hovel, he saw something incredible. There, fondly nuzzling the old woman, was a huge stag, a white stag. She spoke to it, using strange, guttural words, and it responded, breathing on her, and scratching its antlers on the wall of her hovel.


‘Leave the beast alone,’ shouted Robert, on seeing such an abomination, ‘it is the king’s property.’


The insult to him wasn’t just the fact that a commoner was communing with one of the king’s fine beasts, but that it was such a vile and lowly commoner. The old woman turned and glared at him, and there was an ancient depth of hatred in her eyes. The stag turned and bounded off into the forest. Robert walked on, and was soon met by Mathilde. In that glade they talked about their future, and the love they felt for each other. Robert held Mathilde in his arms and they forgot about the old woman, and the superstition that it was bad luck to meet on the eve of a wedding, and that feeling of hostility that sometimes exuded from the Forest.


Mathilde was the first of the two to walk back to the village. As she approached the hovel, the old woman was standing in the middle of the lane, glaring straight at her. That stare, in all its hostility and hatred, burnt itself into Mathilde’s brain, and she had to run round the old woman, and all the way back to the triangular green that marks Burley. That terrible glare haunted her dreams all that night.


As Robert approached the hovel, he noticed that the door was shut and there was no sign of the old woman. He couldn’t admit to himself that he felt relief, but he felt that he was passing that hovel for the last time after one of his trysts with Mathilde, and it was so good that the old woman wasn’t there. But then he saw, staring at him from an alder stump, the biggest black cat imaginable – and if the old woman’s stare was malevolent, the cat’s stare was positively malignant. Robert stared back at the cat, and then SCHPLATT, it gobbed the most disgusting flob of mucus straight into Robert’s face. He screamed and clawed the vile stuff from his eyes, but his eyes still burned. The cat leaped from the alder stump and was gone before he could reach for a stone to hurl at it. At home, he washed his face as many times as water could be fetched for washing it – and then it was the morning of the wedding.
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