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A map of the major places mentioned in the stories.




INTRODUCTION



I first came to Wiltshire at the age of thirteen while in the midst of a passion for all things Arthurian. It seemed to this East Anglian a very alien landscape, but I loved it. Wiltshire’s rolling hills, its downlands, woods and waters seem to me liminal places. There is an eerie sense of the long ages that human beings have lived in this land. There are many spots where you might expect strange happenings and encounters. My time as a curator at a Wiltshire museum only heightened this sense that anything was possible here.


Wiltshire is a county at the centre of British history. From the very beginnings of culture in Britain the people living in what is now Wiltshire have made a significant impact on the rest of the country. The county has not only one but two of the largest and most important prehistoric ceremonial complexes in Europe. Stonehenge and Avebury are both UNESCO World Heritage sites and were of immeasurable importance to the people who built and used them. They are very much still in use today, not only by the Pagans who use them as places of worship, but also by the visitors who come to experience the religious sites of our ancestors.


Many stories about King Arthur are set in Wiltshire. In this book are no less than four stories about King Arthur and those who came before and after him (Nos 3, 10, 16 and 25). The enchanter Merlin is even said to be buried at Marlborough. In Saxon times Wiltshire was at the heart of the kingdom of Wessex, which would soon go on to form the core of England. Chippenham and Wilton were two of King Alfred the Great’s palaces, and his great victory against the Vikings in AD 878 is thought to have taken place at Edington, near Westbury.


In more recent years, Wiltshire has been renowned for its wool and its great cathedral at Salisbury. In the nineteenth century Swindon became the hub of the south-west’s railway network, Brunel’s Great Western Railway. The Swindon Works is one of the most significant Victorian engineering works in the world; it provided amenities for its employees that inspired the National Health Service and the network of public libraries. It has been proposed as another UNESCO World Heritage site. Less gloriously, perhaps, Wiltshire can also lay claim to be the place where tobacco was first smoked in Britain – at South Wraxall manor house by Sir Walter Raleigh and his host Sir Walter Long, who features in one of the stories in this book (No. 22).


The county has been known as ‘Wiltshire’ – or ‘Wiltunscire’ – since at least the ninth century, and a shire resembling the modern county probably existed since at least the seventh century. In the late twentieth and twenty-first centuries administrative boundaries have changed, but that only means that it is more crucial today than ever to celebrate the county that came into being more than 1,000 years ago.


The stories in this book come from many different sources. Many of the stories are from the ordinary people of Wiltshire, stories they told to entertain, warn and teach each other. We are lucky in Wiltshire, however, that there has been a tradition of collecting stories since the Middle Ages.


The first collector, William of Malmesbury, was born in the late eleventh century. He was a monk at Malmesbury Abbey. Inspired by reading the eighth-century Northumbrian historian Bede, William wrote two histories, Deeds of the English Kings (c. 1120, revised 1127) and Deeds of the English Bishops (1125). His tales range far wider than his native Wiltshire, but he features many local events and draws on the history of his own monastery. He is regarded today as one of England’s most celebrated medieval chroniclers.


The next, Geoffrey of Monmouth, was, as his name suggests, probably born in Wales in around 1100. He may have been of Welsh, Breton or even Norman ancestry. It is thought that his father’s name was Arthur, and Geoffrey may have heard the popular Breton and Welsh tales of King Arthur as a small child. He too became a monk and seems to have spent most of his life in Oxford. He is best known for his book The History of the Kings of Britain (c. 1136). Unlike William of Malmesbury’s largely historical tales of English kings and bishops, Geoffrey’s book is a rollicking saga of Britain’s legendary heroes. It tells the story of the Matter of Britain; the story of King Arthur. Several of the tales are set in Wiltshire, and it is Geoffrey who brings familiar landmarks like Stonehenge into the story for the first time. He started a tradition of Wiltshire Arthurian stories. Even Sir Thomas Malory, who wrote Le Morte d’Arthur in the fifteenth century, sets Queen Guinevere’s death in the county.


In the seventeenth century another local man became interested in collecting Wiltshire lore. John Aubrey, also from near Malmesbury, was a great collector of information on every subject from geology to society gossip to folklore. He mapped the megaliths at Avebury for the first time and discovered a series of pits at Stonehenge that date to the earliest phase of the monument: the Aubrey Holes. He was fascinated by his own county and many of his works touched on its traditions, including A Natural History of Wiltshire. He started a History of Northern Wiltshire (incomplete at his death in 1697), and several Wiltshire monuments feature in his magnum opus, Monumenta Britannica. Aubrey didn’t achieve recognition for his scholarship during his lifetime and most of his work went unpublished. Today, however, we recognise him to be a pivotal figure in many subjects from archaeology to folklore.


In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, two great collectors and tale-spinners arose at opposite ends of the county. Edward Slow was a coach and wagon builder in his native Wilton. He is best known for his humorous verse that captures the Wiltshire dialect he was keen to preserve. He wrote for the ordinary people of Wiltshire and often pokes fun at authority. But he was keenly aware that an old way of life was dying out and, like Richard Jefferies and W.H. Hudson, he set out to record it.


The other was Alfred Williams the ‘Hammerman Poet’. Williams was from South Marston, in the north of the county, and worked at the Swindon Railway Works. He taught himself literature and several languages at the Mechanics Institute and at home. He started writing at the age of twenty-one, and five years later had published his first collection of poetry. Another four followed. But he also collected tales from his local area, starting with South Marston, then ranging out on his bicycle to take in many other villages. He produced three books on village lore, and the definitive collection of folk songs from north Wiltshire.


Kathleen Wiltshire compiled the first comprehensive set of folk tales for the county in the 1960s. Her work was followed by that of Ralph Whitlock, John Chandler, Katy Jordan and many others.


In this book I have tried to provide a diverse range of stories, from high legends of King Arthur to the tales of ordinary people, and also include some of the great moments in history that took place in this county. Some tales are humorous, some are tragic – some are even true! And some evoke an otherworldly Wiltshire, the Wiltshire of dreams, and of the fair folk.


I treated the stories exactly as I would any other tale I want to tell. When you work up a story to tell, your starting point can be anything from a long, fully developed narrative, to a series of historical facts or a tiny snippet of information about a place or person. You must first make the story your own. I strip the tale down to the bare bones and then build it up again by adding flesh until the story is ready to be told.


I have explored the county from top to toe while researching this book. Where possible I visited the site of the story and followed the journeys of the characters. Many of the stories relate to the land itself, explaining landscape features, warning against disturbing the peace, or telling of encounters with the fair folk, ghosts and strange beasts that haunt the county and the wider British landscape.


Every hill, valley, river and road has – or had – a tale behind it. Once, it was likely that people knew all the stories of their locality, but in our modern world, where people are unlikely to stay in one place all their lives and have many other stimuli from television, the internet and travel, we are more likely to know the stories of our favourite films and television programmes than the stories of the place in which we live. It is my hope that this book, like the others in this series, will help to revive that local knowledge. The book is in no way exhaustive; there is far more Wiltshire lore out there than can fit in these pages, and it is evolving all the time. Have you heard, for example, about the crop circles or the radioactive rabbits? It gives me incalculable pleasure as I travel through the county to say to myself (or my long-suffering partner), ‘This is where the maid found the maggot’ or ‘Here is where Squire Parker met the stag’. I hope the stories will give you a taste of that pleasure, and encourage you to tell them to others and go out and discover more stories for yourself.
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THE MOONRAKERS



Ikey Perritt, the landlord of the Pelican in Devizes, was out of brandy. He had plenty of cider, ale and barley wine, but the fine French brandy was all gone and Christmas was coming. Now, the price of French brandy would have made any Lord and Lady Muck wince, especially in those straitened times. Perritt and his customers were not rich men. But Perritt was used to getting a good price, and he had his regular suppliers. One of them, a fellow Devizes man by the name of James Chapman, had promised him a delivery a good month ago, but there had been no word since. Perritt decided that it was time that he paid Chapman a visit.


When he reached Chapman’s house he knocked on the door. Chapman answered himself, and looked horrified to see him.


‘Christ! You can’t show your face here! What if someone saw you? Quick, get inside.’ Perritt was hustled through the door and sat down. A glass of ale was pressed into his hand, and then Chapman took a deep breath. ‘You’ll be here about the brandy,’ he said. ‘Well, that’s fair enough. And it’s here alright, been here a good three weeks, but I’ve had a right do getting it here, I can tell you.


‘I’d met up with one of my old contacts, old Mabett, from Tilshead way. He had a few kegs he’d bought off a Southampton man, and I’d a few I’d bought off a man from Romsey. We figured that between us we’d have you supplied all the way through till Lent, with that lot!


‘So off we went to Southampton, and I had a plan for a smooth journey home. We had a cart and a donkey, and we loaded the barrels up onto the cart and lashed them down. Then we covered the whole lot with hay, and tied that down too. Then, for verisimilitude, I got a spade and a shovel and a couple of old hay rakes and strapped them on the side of the cart. Then we dressed ourselves up in a pair of farmer’s smocks, cross gartered our trouser legs and slapped broad-brimmed straw hats on our heads. We didn’t quite go as far as chewing a piece of straw, but we would have done – for verisimilitude.


‘We’d chosen our night carefully, a bleak ’un, cloudy and with a few spits and spots of rain; the kind of night that a body would be happy to cosy up by the fire with a glass of toddy in his hand. A fine night for smuggling! So off we set, going at as fast a clip as the donkey would let us.


‘It was easy going through the forest out of Southampton, under cover of the trees and the darkness. We knew the first test would be on Cranborne Chase. We crept out onto the open ground and set us along the rides. In our attire, we couldn’t have looked less like poachers, but the foresters wouldn’t have given a fig – you should see them, Ikey, with their basket armour woven by their loving wives, and their broad woven helmets and their cudgels ready to whack a poacher and send him straight to jail. But the clouds stayed low, there was no one about and we were soon up at the Wiltshire Coppice. Home and dry – or so we thought.


‘We moved steadily across the Downs, heading north, over the Nadder, past the woods at Fonthill, getting closer to home. But by now the night was changing. The drizzle was long gone, the clouds were breaking up and we could see the full moon high above the hills, with the clouds scudding fast across it. I’d forgotten it was full moon – I’ll not forget again.


‘There was no one out that night. I’d have called it uncanny, if it hadn’t been so convenient. But by now the clouds were all gone, and the full moon lit the way and made for easy travelling. We pressed on, and we were so nearly home – so nearly! We were here in Devizes. We’d snuck up by St James’, using the churchyard and trees for cover and we were just skirting the Crammer pond when the donkey froze.


‘We froze as well, looking around for what might have frightened it, but there was nothing to be seen. Mabett was all of a pother. He leapt off the cart and was whacking at the donkey and hissing at it to go on, but the cussed beast wouldn’t shift, just dug its heels in more.


‘“Mabett,” says I, “stop it now. You’ll only make it yell.” And sure enough, the donkey was soon bellowing away and I was sure that the excisemen – and every man, woman and child in the town – would find us and our brandy. “Stop it. Stop it,” I cried, but the donkey had the last laugh.


‘As Mabett brought his switch down hard on the beast’s back, it kicked out, bucking up and kicking the traces of the cart right off. The cart upended, and hay, rakes and shovels were scattered all over the ground. For a moment the kegs held, and then they rolled out as well, straight into the pond.


‘We were cussing and swearing, I can tell you, but in we waded as the damn things bobbed up and down in the water, and we tried to roll them out. But no sooner were we in the pond, than we heard the sound of a horse’s hooves pounding along Church Walk towards us. Mabett and I looked at each other – it must be an exciseman! But I had a plan.


‘“Get those rakes, and a wisp o’ straw,” says I, “and I’ll push the barrels into the reeds. Now, when he gets here, you just get that rake and start raking at the water – just there – and leave the talking to me.”


It was the exciseman, sure enough, and he brought his horse right up the edge of the pond. “Night poachers!” he began. “And if you aren’t, I swear I’ll eat my hat!” Then he stopped and seemed to see for the first time what we were doing.


‘“Oh zur,” says I in my very best Wiltshire, chewing away on my wisp o’ straw for verisimilitude, “we beant no poachers, bit ’av’ ’ad a’ mishap, as ya zee – tha’ donk mead a zudden start – he gied a kick, and out went oor things, which lays all about – an’ look – thur’s oor gurt yeller cheese. He rolled straite into the pond – and so we’re reakun ’im out agin!”


The exciseman stared at us a minute, raking away at the bright white disc on the water, and then he burst out laughing.


‘“You fools,” he said. “Can’t you see? That’s no cheese. It’s the reflection of the moon – look, can’t you see it shining above you?”


But we didn’t look; we just kept on raking at the white and shining thing in the pond till he nearly burst his sides with laughing.


‘“That beats it all clean,” he cried, “to see you crazy idiots raking at the moon!” And with that, he spurred his horse and rode away. As soon as he was gone, we rolled out the barrels from the reeds as quick as you like, got them back on the cart, covered them with hay and we were on our way, the donkey moving now as sweet as if butter wouldn’t melt in its mouth.


‘And that’s why I’ve not delivered. I’m awaiting a cloudy, wet night so that we might sneak it all away.’


Perritt laughed long and loud at the story. Chapman flushed deep red and said, ‘and I’ll thank you to keep that story under your hat. If it gets out, we’ll be the laughing stock of ’Vizes!’


Perritt gave his word, and soon enough the barrels of French brandy were safely ensconced in his cellar, no harm done after their dunking. But the story did get out. The exciseman couldn’t resist and he told all his friends the tale. He was the toast of many a gathering so that the tale spread throughout the country and all of England knew for sure and certain that Wiltshire folk were fools. But at the Pelican Inn that Christmas, everyone raised a glass of the finest French brandy and toasted that exciseman who was taken in by a Wiltshire clown!






Smuggling tales are rife throughout Wiltshire. The county lies on the smuggling route between the South Coast and London. This story of locals playing on the assumption that country folk are foolish is first mentioned as far back as 1787, but I’ve taken my lead from the excellent poem, ‘The Wiltshire Moonrakers’ by Edward Slow and combined it with evidence that it was John Chapman of Devizes and Mr Mabett from Tilshead that did the deed. The location is also contentious. The original story is set in Cannings, but there was no pond or river in Bishop’s or All Cannings at that time. Many people say that it took place in the Crammer in Devizes. In those days the Crammer was in the parish of Bishop’s Cannings, so it might be true.
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THE FLYING ARROW



Church and State were inextricably linked at Sarum. The cathedral and the fort nestled together within the walls of the castle. It must have seemed like a good idea at the time they were built, thirty years after the Norman Conquest, so soon after the English rebellions that followed.


However, the idea was a disaster from the word go. Only five days after the church was consecrated, the tower roof blew off. And it only got worse. The wind made such a racket that the monks could hardly hear themselves sing. There was hardly any water on the hill and the soldiers made sure the priests had to buy it at an inflated price from the farmers below. The church-builders hadn’t provided enough rooms for the priests, so those had to be rented from the soldiers. As for the building, if it wasn’t the tower roof blown off, then it was windows blown out or masonry tumbled by the ever-present wind.


For a century the priests put up with it, but in the early thirteenth century another problem arose. The soldiers had no respect for the priests and taunted them day and night. It was a bad time for England. King John had fought against everyone from the Pope down. Most of the kingdom’s French lands were lost, taxes had shot sky high, his own barons had risen against him, and for long periods of his reign the whole country was excommunicated. The dead weren’t buried, babies went unbaptised and sins weren’t shriven. It didn’t get any better when John died and his young son, Henry III, came to the throne.


The castle was controlled by William Longspée, King John’s bastard half-brother. He was a good lord, but his loyalty to the Crown meant he was often away, fighting for the King. The castle grew unruly in his absence.


Matters came to a head on Rogation Sunday, 25 April 1219. The priests processed from the church, out of the castle and down to the bishop’s lands below. The farmers and the green lads beat the bounds of the land, and the priests sang hymns and blessed it for another season. The bishop’s lands were extensive and it was well after dark when the weary priests processed back up the hill to the castle. But when they reached the castle, they found the gates were locked.


They hammered on the doors. They shouted and screamed, but no one answered. They were forced to spend the night huddled against the castle walls with the beggars and tinkers and ladies of ill repute. It was a cold and scary night. Not a single one of the priests managed to get a wink of sleep.


The soldiers laughed when they let the priests in the next morning. They taunted them every time they dared emerge from the church. Bishop Poore decided that enough was enough. He wrote to the Pope, requesting permission to build a new cathedral far away from the soldiers and the castle. The reply came by early summer. The Pope had granted him a licence to build. The question was: where?


The best land in the area belonged to Wilton Abbey. Founded by Alfred the Great after his battle against the Vikings in AD 871, the abbey had well-watered and abundant lands, full of crops, fruit and fat sheep. The bishop was the Abbess’s superior. He could order her to give up her land.


Poore wasn’t an ordering kind of man, so he set out on his donkey to beg the Abbess for a parcel of land. As he entered the town, he passed a row of cottages. Sitting outside were a group of old women, spinning and basking in the summer sunshine. They watched him go by. Then one of the old women, in the piercing voice of one whose hearing is starting to go, said, ‘I do wonder at that bishop, that he comes to Wilton. Perhaps he means to marry the Abbess. Do you think he’s got a dispensation?’


Bishop Poore flushed, but one of the other women shushed her and said, ‘Don’t be so silly! He’s just off to ask her for some land to build that new church of his. Haven’t you heard?’


The old woman turned to her friend in shock. ‘Does the bishop not have any land of his own that he must rob the Abbess? God loves him not who grudges his own.’


The bishop hung his head in shame. The woman was right. He had to use his own lands. He turned the donkey around and went home.


That very night, the bishop had a dream the like of which he’d never had before. The Virgin Mary came to him and said, ‘Bishop Poore, your new church and town will be blessed with peace and prosperity if you will do one thing for me. Build the church on land dedicated to me, and I will bless it.’


Bishop Poore woke up knowing what he had to do. He got out his rent books and his lists and scoured them from end to end, but not a single farm or field seemed to be named for the Virgin. So he went out into the fields and asked farmers and tenants, but nobody could help him. At his wits’ end, the bishop wondered whether the Virgin had meant him to go to the nuns at Wilton and ask them.


He went out and walked his lands one last time before heading back to Wilton. He chanced upon two soldiers, slightly the worse for drink. They were casting bets to see who was the best archer, and the bishop stopped to listen.


‘I bet you,’ cried the first, ‘I can shoot my arrow two fields away!’


‘An’ I bet you that you shoot it – bam – right at your feet!’ cried the second.


The first archer drew back his bow and let fly the arrow, and it soared through the air. It landed just over the fence.


‘Well,’ said the first, ‘let’s see you do better!’


‘I bet,’ said the second, readying his bow, ‘that I can get my arrow, not one, not two, but three fields away. See where that brindled cow is?’


He let fly the arrow and it landed close enough to the cow to spook it.


‘That’s it!’ cried the second. ‘All the way to Merryfield!’


‘What did you say?’ cried the bishop. ‘What did you call that field?’


The two archers turned to him. ‘Why,’ said the first, ‘that’s Merryfield.’


The bishop clasped his hands together. Merryfield. Mary’s Field. His prayers were answered. ‘And whose land is it on?’


The two archers stared at him as if he were mad. ‘Why, my lord,’ said the second. ‘It’s your own land.’


The bishop fell down on his knees and gave thanks.


Work began at once. William Longspée and his wife Ela, perhaps contrite about the soldiers’ usage of the priests, laid the foundation stones. The new cathedral at Salisbury was built very quickly, in only thirty-eight years. The priests were very keen to get down off that hill!


But William Longspée didn’t live to see the building completed. He died only five years after the cathedral was begun. He’d been fighting in France for young King Henry. He was hale and hearty and speaking of his desire to see his wife and the work on the church. But he died five days after he arrived back in England, before he even got home to Salisbury. The rumour ran that he was poisoned by Herbert de Burgh, the King’s regent, jealous of William’s favour with Henry. So William had the dubious honour of being the first to be buried in the new church. In 1791 his tomb was opened and a rat was found lodged in his skull. It had died of arsenic poisoning.


Bishop Poore didn’t live to see the church consecrated either, but he started work on improving the lot of the people of Salisbury. He opened a church school and promoted health and safety: every Sunday his priests preached that children should not be left alone in their houses with lit fires.


In 1228 his successes at Salisbury paid off and he was made Bishop of Durham, a very prestigious post. He died in 1237, content in the knowledge that not only had he done well in Durham but he had secured a fine future for Salisbury.


But what became of the old church still marooned on the hill of Sarum? Well, if you go into Salisbury’s Cathedral Close today and look carefully at the stones, you’ll find it in the walls and houses.






In another version of the story, the bishop himself fired the arrow that marked where the cathedral would be built. The arrow hit a deer, which then ran, and the place where the deer died became the new site. A more prosaic explanation for the site’s name, Merrifield or Myrfield, is given by Edward Hutton in Highways and Byways in Wiltshire, 1919. He suggests that ‘the site chosen was at the point of junction of the three ancient hundreds of Underditch, Alderbury and Cawdon, and was therefore called Maerfield or boundary field’.
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THE NIGHT OF THE LONG KNIVES



When the Romans left, Britain was in turmoil as the petty chiefs struggled for the high kingship. Constantine leapt into the breach. He called himself Emperor, the third of that name, but he died young. He left three sons. The eldest, Constans, had been in a monastery since he was a boy, and the other two, Ambrosius Aurelianus and Uther Pendragon, were just children. The nobles despaired, but there was one who saw this as an opportunity. Vortigern, Lord of Wirtgernesburg, near Bath, said that Constans should rule. He was his father’s eldest son, monastery taught or not. When the young man was brought to the throne, Vortigern was there, offering advice and counsel and nodding understanding as Constans stumbled through this unfamiliar world of warriors and politicians.


Constans came to a country already at war with the Picts in the north. As war raged, Constans was soon listening only to Vortigern. But it wasn’t enough for Vortigern to have the ear of the King. He wanted to be king himself. He married Constans’ mother, putting aside his first wife, the mother of his sons. He made a contract with the Picts, with silken promises and lies, and they sneaked into the fortress and murdered the young King. Ambrosius and Uther fled across the sea to Brittany and the friendly court of Budic I of Cornouaille, and the British nobles did nothing as Vortigern declared himself High King over them all.
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