

[image: cover]




[image: images]




[image: Book title]


The ground holds the memory of all that has happened to it.





Hugh Lupton
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INTRODUCTION


My grandfather was born in Suckley, Worcestershire, the son of cherry farmers. It sounds like an idyllic occupation, at least until you have care of such trees yourself; it quite puts you off blackbirds. Although he spent his married life in Herefordshire, he took his stories to my grandmother, and it was from her that I first discovered the power of stories.


Worcestershire is a complex county, partly facing the wild border lands and partly facing the industrialised West Midlands. Its stories reflect that complexity. The stories range from our mythical past to an unsolved twentieth-century murder, with plenty of double dealing and farce in between. Some might be familiar, but I hope some will be new and increase your feeling for the precious Worcestershire countryside. One story that is not here is the Legend of St Kenelm. That can be found in Anthony Nanson’s excellent Gloucestershire Folk Tales. This is only fair because the monks of Winchcombe, Gloucestershire stole the body of the saint by subterfuge in the Middle Ages.


Once, we held the land sacred. This was sensible because it provided us with the means for our survival, both physically and spiritually. We admire the Australian aborigines for their knowledge of traditional songlines but, just a few centuries ago, our ancestors could also have told you how the landscape you moved in was alive with the memory of previous generations, the story of that house, what once happened in that field and why you had to take special care if you went into that wood at night. Where did we lose that sense of the sacred? Perhaps it was with the Enclosure Movement, where most of our ancestors lost a sense of ownership with the land. Perhaps it was with the Industrial Revolution, when many people moved away from day-to-day contact with the land and lost their sense of belonging. But I do not believe that feeling for the sacred has been lost forever. By telling the stories of the land we can make it magical again.


An example of why we need these stories came when I was writing this book. Wychavon District Council proposed building 200 houses on the meadow where Eof had his vision of Our Lady (see the story of St Egwin for the details of this event). Fortunately the people of Evesham know their local stories, and there have been many well-attended protest meetings against these plans. When you destroy a sacred site, you destroy something of your heart, so I can only hope that their stand is successful. It is still undecided at the time of writing.




ONE


THE HEDGEHOG


AND THE DEVIL


Once there was a very sporty hedgehog. Hedgehogs can be surprisingly quick on the ground when they want to be, and this young fellow prided himself on how fast he could go and the looks of astonishment that he left behind.


Such behaviour smacked of the sin of pride, and the other hedgehogs warned him that he should tone himself down a bit and take to scurrying about in the undergrowth, the way proper hedgehogs are supposed to behave, instead of always drawing attention to himself. It would lead to trouble they told him. Of course the young one, proud of showing off his hedgehog powers, did no such thing.


As luck would have it, one evening the Devil was walking in the Malverns. With such beautiful views over into Worcestershire, it always put him in a bad mood. He heard the laughter of the hedgehog as it outdistanced a very surprised badger. More specifically, he heard the pride in that laughter, and thought he would be able to make some mischief out of it. He did not have any hedgehogs in hell – they were not that sort of species – so he thought it would be very clever of him to get at least one. The Devil is not above a bit of pride himself.


So he sidled up to the hedgehog as it stood panting on the grass.


‘You’re a very fine runner,’ complimented Old Nick.


‘Thank you,’ said the hedgehog, ‘I think I am.’


‘You do, don’t you. But I can run faster.’


The hedgehog looked at the creature dressed all in black and with two wobbly legs ending in goat’s feet. ‘I’m sure that’s not true.’ he said.


‘Well, there’s only one way of testing it.’ said the old ‘un. ‘We shall have to have a race. And the winner gets to choose anything in the loser’s possession to have as his own for all eternity. Does that sound fair?’


The hedgehog, who was a little naive about the ways of the world, agreed that it was.


‘Then let’s meet here tomorrow at the same time, and we’ll find out who is the fastest.’ With that he went off with a bit more skip in his step than he had started out the day.


After he had gone, another hedgehog, the first’s best friend, came out of the brambles where he had been hiding. ‘What have you done? Do you know who that was?’


The sporty hedgehog shrugged his spines.


‘That was him! You know, the Devil. He takes souls, and he roasts them down in Hell, and I’m sure that’s what he means to do with you if he wins that race.’


Now the first hedgehog started to look a bit nervous. His spines drooped and he curled himself into a ball for comfort’s sake.


‘What am I going to do?’ he wailed.


The second hedgehog thought for a moment. ‘You’ve given me a bit of an idea. Come over here and I’ll tell you about it.’
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So the two hedgehogs stood face to face for some time talking and gradually huge smiles spread over both their faces.


The next day, the Devil was first to arrive at the spot. He waited impatiently for the hedgehog to turn up. When he finally did, the Devil stamped his hoof impatiently. ‘I suspected you’d thought better of it,’ he said. He was not going to be nearly as civil as he had been the previous day; he just wanted his prize.


‘No, I’ve come.’ said the hedgehog. ‘Although I have been thinking; since you challenged me to the race, I ought to pick conditions.’


‘I don’t see any harm in that.’


‘I’m a creature of the night, so let’s run our race in the dark. Also I’m a timid creature, not used to open spaces. Let’s run up and down that ditch over there until one of us has had enough.’


The Devil smiled. It was really pitiful if the hedgehog thought he was going to get any advantage that way. He had perfect night vision, and he was so confident that he could outpace this proud animal that he agreed to those rules.


They waited for the evening to get darker, the Devil distracting himself with wondering what roast hedgehog tasted like. At last the hedgehog decided that it was sufficiently black for the race to begin, so they lined up in the ditch, checking that neither was ahead of the other. The Devil was surprised to see the hedgehog roll himself into a ball. He laughed. ‘Does the stupid creature think he can roll faster than I can run?’ he thought. ‘This is going to be easy.’


‘Right,’ came the muffled voice of the hedgehog, ‘When I say go, we start. Ready … steady … Go!’


The Devil set off, not going too fast, but confident that he had left the hedgehog well behind. So he was surprised when he got to the end of the ditch and found the hedgehog there ahead of him, still rolled in a ball. The hedgehog poked his snout out and cried, ‘Off we go again!’


The Devil, chastened, turned round and set off, this time at a slightly faster pace. But, when he got to the beginning of the ditch, there was the damned hedgehog. ‘Off we go again!’ it cried, and the Devil had no choice but to turn around and run again.


So it went on throughout the night. The Devil ran faster and faster but still the hedgehog would be there before him shouting, ‘Off we go again!’


By the time the first hints of dawn were lightening the east, and the cocks of Worcestershire were clearing their throats ready to start crowing, the Devil was getting heart-achingly sick of the whole proceedings. The next time he came up to the hedgehog and it lifted its head to say, ‘Off we go again!’ he reached out to strangle the creature, but instead got a handful of prickles. He let out a terrible yowl that quietened all the cocks just as they were about to let forth, said something that the young hedgehog did not understand and disappeared in a flash of blue smoke, leaving behind a strong smell of sulphur.


The two hedgehogs walked to meet each other in the middle of the ditch because, of course, that had been the hedgehog’s idea: to station himself at the other end of the ditch, so that the Devil thought that he had been bested by the original hedgehog and so on through the night.


‘The only thing is,’ said the sporty hedgehog, ‘now I suppose I will never get my prize, even though I won the contest.’ His friend gave a deep sigh.


For many years after that, when people of the district were performing some repetitive task, they would say, ‘Off we go again, as the hedgehog said to the Devil.’


Sadly, hedgehogs are not nearly as numerous as they once were in the countryside. Cars, modern farming practices and fences have drastically reduced their numbers. We should do what we can to help them, including not driving so fast at night, leaving some wild places in our gardens where hedgehogs can rest and making sure there are hedgehog-sized gaps in our boundary walls, so that they can get about their territory. We would also do well to leave out some cat food for them (in cat-proof containers) because they thrive on it. Strangely, the country custom of putting out bread and milk is not so good. It gives them the squits.




TWO


SABRINA


Geoffrey of Monmouth tells us that, after the sacking of Troy, a few survivors (under their leader, Brutus) went searching for a place where they could found a new Troy. After many adventures they arrived in Britain, which they considered the perfect place. The only thing wrong with it was that it was infested with a large number of giants. Fortunately the hero Corineus was able to get rid of them, but if you want to know how he did that, you will have to read Michael Dacre’s Devon Folk Tales in this series, because much of it happened in Totnes.


To cut a long story short, Brutus divided his kingdom between his three sons. Locrinus was given England, Camber got Wales and Albanactus Scotland. Corineus, in recognition of his stalwart services, received Cornwall as his fiefdom. After Brutus’ death, everyone agreed that it would be a wonderful thing if Locrinus were to marry Corineus’s daughter Gwendolen.


So the island of Britain would have been at peace, and everyone could have got on with their lives, had Humber the Hun not chosen that moment to invade the north of the country. He defeated and killed Albanactus, and Locrinus was forced to suspend the marriage festivities and march north to meet the invaders.


A fierce battle took place in what is now north Lincolnshire. Eventually the Huns were defeated and Humber fled, only to drown in the river that still bears his name. Among the many captives taken was Humber’s daughter, Estrildis. As soon as she was brought before him Locrinus found that he was a captive himself, disarmed by her beauty. Tall and blonde, in contrast to the short dumpy brunettes that Locrinus was used to, she stared at him coldly and unafraid, as if daring him to do anything to her. He knew immediately that this was the woman he was meant to marry.


When the news reached Corineus, he was naturally beside himself with anger. He, who had risked his life to rid the land of giants, had now been made a laughing stock by this stupid boy. He marched his army to London to confront the king. None of the royal bodyguard would stand up to him; after all, you tend not to want to get on the wrong side of a man who made his reputation by killing giants. Corineus strode into the king’s feasting hall, smashed over a few tables and then grabbed Locrinus, holding him a couple of feet off the ground with his sharp battle axe against the King of England’s throat. Then he started to negotiate on the wisdom of putting his daughter aside.


In the end it was decided that Locrinus would marry Gwendolen after all, and Estrildis would be sold into slavery. Locrinus was wise enough to know that he would have to keep part of the bargain – marrying Gwendolen – but he had no intention of keeping the other part, losing Estrildis. There were a series of underground passages under London, and at the end of one of these, Locrinus installed his mistress.


To be fair to him, he made the cavern as hospitable as could be managed. He had the walls lime-washed to make it a bit brighter, although the water seeping through the rock soon made them stained; he even had rich furnishings brought down so that it took on the appearance of a room in the royal palace. But nothing could disguise the fact that it was really cold, damp and dark; a dungeon more than a princess’ chamber.


People noticed that he was spending an inordinate amount of time underground. He explained that he was honouring the goddess of the place, and taking council from her. He must have thought himself pretty clever for coming up with that one. So he gained a reputation as one who has the ear of the gods; quite an important attribute for a king in those days.


This went on for seven years. Inevitably at some point, Estrildis became pregnant. She gave birth to a girl, who grew up in this strange, dark environment. She had the fair hair of her mother, but having grown up in this place without sun, her skin was pale – almost translucent – and the only human company she knew was that of her mother and the strange man who visited occasionally. Her father would watch her as she played so seriously and thought her like a creature from another world.


At the end of these seven years Corineus died. Locrinus saw his chance to live the life he had always wanted to live. He banished Gwendolen and brought Estrildis up from the depths where she had been hidden, together with the exceptional being that was Sabrina. Perhaps you have seen cows, kept in sheds all winter, at last allowed back into the fields in springtime. Or battery hens, kept in cages all their lives who are suddenly given their freedom. At first they cannot believe it, but then, as they begin to understand their new joy, they run and frolic with the sheer delight of being alive. So imagine how it was for Sabrina. At first she was blinded by the terrible bright light but then, as she slowly discovered how big the world was and how many wonderful things there were in it, she began to explore these wonders with a feverish intensity. Imagine running barefoot on grass for the first time; imagine seeing and smelling a flower, imagine swimming in a wide river. Each day brought something new and exciting until Sabrina thought she must burst with the sheer pleasure of it.


But Gwendolen was her father’s daughter. She was not going to just quietly disappear from history. She went to Cornwall and, when the men of Cornwall heard how this daughter of their land had been treated, they were determined on revenge. They sent word to the men of Wales that the Hun, though defeated on the battlefield, had conquered the island through the wiles of the bedroom. The two peoples must unite and march on London to right this wrong.


When news of their plan reached Locrinus, he knew that his kingdom would be lost if the two armies joined. He was determined to march and give battle to the smaller Cornish force before it met the Welsh. As she saw preparations being made, Estrildis went to Locrinus and pleaded with him to take Sabrina and herself with him. ‘The army is no place for a princess and her daughter,’ he said.


She replied ‘without your personal protection, we are dead. Your people have no love for us. They blame us for this war and the deaths that will come from it.’


Locrinus saw the sense of this. ‘Come then. We will live together or die together.’


The army set off, but now it seemed that the gods were against them. Every day brought rain. Sabrina loved it, the way it fell on her upturned face, but it did not take long for the roads to become streams of mud, slowing the baggage train to a crawl. Locrinus shouted and cursed but, in the pit of his stomach, he felt the heavy weight of defeat.


Inevitably, word came that the Cornish and Welsh forces had united. Locrinus tried to rally his troops with good humour, but he saw in their eyes that they had already convinced themselves that they had lost. Every morning, fewer men took up their position, as those who had no wish to die for a doomed cause crept away in the dark of night.


The two armies eventually met near the settlement that is now called Stourport-on-Severn. You could not fault Locrinus’ bravery, nor that of the men who fought beside him. Knowing that if he was to win at all it must be quickly, he charged into the centre of the enemy, hoping to kill as many chiefs as possible and so weaken his foes’ stomach for the fight. But the task was too great, and Locrinus was forced back and then killed. Now the great slaughter began as each man, knowing all was lost, tried to find his own safety.


Estrildis and Sabrina had watched the battle from the rear. When soldiers with fear-mad eyes came running past them, news of Locrinus’ death on their lips, she made no attempt to run. What place was there to go to? When fierce men with blood dripping from their spears and swords came for her, she met their eyes until they glanced away; she was a Hunnish princess, and she would fear no one. Sabrina could understand nothing of what was going on but, in all the shouting and screaming, she did not wish for a moment to be back in her safe but dark cave.


They were brought before Gwendolen, who looked upon them with contempt. ‘Take them to the river. Drown them. I will not even allow them enough British soil to be buried in.’


So it was done. Estrildis was thrown in first, and she slipped beneath the water without a sound. Then the men grabbed the little creature Sabrina. They did not even bother to tie her hands. That would be a waste of good rope. For a moment there was a wonderful sense of flying, and then the cold water shocked her into oblivion.


But it is said that the spirits of the place took pity on this innocent child. They accepted her as one of their own. Over the years stories grew up of a river nymph who haunted these waters. Occasionally, especially in the early morning or the dusk of evening, you could feel her presence. She was given many names. Some say she was originally called Habrenna, in Welsh she was known as Hafren and to the Romans she was called by the name we usually know her by, Sabrina. Whenever poets or others romantically inclined persons wished to personify this, the longest river in Britain, they would conjure up the magic of this name.


Geoffrey of Monmouth has, for many hundreds of years, been regarded as a fantasist. Historians are pretty sure that no invasion by the Huns ever took place, nor did any Trojans found a civilisation in Britain. But, in recent years, scholars have reconsidered this position. Stephen J. Yeates has concluded that Geoffrey’s work ‘… is littered with characters and ideas which are not simply a product of medieval pseudo history, but use longstanding ideas of spirit of place and the names of divinities out of context … Thus, Geoffrey of Monmouth may not have considered himself the originator of his tale … but as the interpreter of a number of older traditions.’ (Yeates, p.72)
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Just as the Welsh Mabinogion has come down to us as a rather garbled story of heroes that might originally have been myths about the aboriginal British gods, so this story of Sabrina might be a retelling of a retelling of a retelling of a now lost story of a British goddess. Geoffrey retold it in the twelfth century, and now I am retelling it to you in the twenty-first. Better still, you could always sit down on the banks of the Severn one quiet night and see if Habrenna will tell you any more of her story.




THREE


TO MAKE


A FIRE


The fire had gone out. None of King Osric’s retainers could remember a time when the great fire had not burned in the centre of the king’s great hall. It was one of the great sights in the land of the Weorgoran, the sub-kingdom of the Hwicce, who had taken over from the Romans as the rulers of the land we now call Worcestershire.


The fire was used for everything, from cooking the meals for everyone in the household to warming their cold bones after a busy day. If anyone in the royal enclosure wanted a fire, they had only to slip down to the hall and pick up a burning log and they could go off and make their own fire.


But now the fire was out. Worse than that, it was the middle of winter, with a foot of snow outside and some very cold and annoyed people inside. The cook stared at it for ages in disbelief. He looked at the scullion, whose job it was to keep the fire alight through the night, who shrugged and looked at his feet. ‘Not my fault. The kindling was wet.’


‘So how are we going to relight it?’


No one knew. The fire had never gone out before. A frantic search was made for any fires that still might be lit and could be used to start a blaze, but it soon became apparent that all the other fires had gone out as well.


The cook was still looking despondently at the grey ashes that had once been the great fire, when there was a commotion at one end of the hall; King Osric himself came in, and the cook knew that he would want his porridge.


The cook saw no help for it but to go to the king and explain himself. ‘I’m sorry your lordship, but the great fire has gone out, so I can’t make your porridge.’


‘Gone out! But it’s never gone out.’


‘It has now.’


‘Well, relight it.’


‘That’s the trouble. Everyone has forgotten how to light a fire.’


‘Look, I’m a king. I can’t be bothered with things like that. I’ve got plots to plot and schemes to scheme, important things. I’ll have cold venison for breakfast. You sort out the fire.’


The cook went to see the court magician to see if he had any spells to start a fire.


‘Of course I haven’t,’ said the magician, shivering slightly. ‘My spells are for important things, not for boring things like fire.’


So the cook went to see the court librarian. He had some really old books in his library. Surely some of those would explain how to set a fire.


The librarian burrowed away amongst the shelves. ‘Yes, here it is,’ he said. ‘You rub two sticks together.’


The cook was dubious; but it was in a book, so it must be so. He went back down to the kitchen, picked up a couple of logs from the pile and started to rub them together.


After fifteen minutes he had certainly got warmer, but there was no sign of any fire. He threw the logs down in disgust. Just then, there was a commotion at one end of the hall. The king came in, wanting his hot stew.


‘I’m sorry your lordship, we still haven’t managed to light the fire.’


‘For goodness sake! How long can it take?’


‘There’s just no one in the whole settlement who knows how to do it.’


The king thought for a moment. ‘Someone will have to be sent out to bring back a fire.’ He looked around the court. ‘Where’s my good-for-nothing son? He’s never done anything in his life. He can go.’


Prince Oswald was sent for, and his mission was explained to him. It was true that he had never done anything useful in his life, but that was mostly because no one had asked him to do anything. He was rather looking forward to the adventure.


He turned to go but his father called him back. ‘Haven’t you forgotten something?’


The boy looked around but nothing came to mind.


‘If you are going to bring back some fire then you are probably going to need something to carry it back in.’


The prince clicked his fingers in enlightenment. There was an old helmet lying on the floor that nobody seemed to be using, so he picked that up and set off.


It was not nearly as much fun as he had expected, trudging through a foot of snow, and he had not realised there was a biting wind. Of all the adventures Oswald had listened to, he could not remember one of them where the hero had been so miserable and cold.


The first house he came to was a large merchant’s house. He knocked on the door. When it was opened by a servant, he explained what he wanted and was quickly let in. The merchant was very happy that the prince had come to his house and wanted something from him.
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