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Mike O’Connor OBE is an expert in both the folklore and the ancient music of his home of Cornwall.


Mike is known for his work for the TV series Poldark, selecting and arranging the historical music and writing lovely songs for Demelza. But among folklorists he is known as a great storyteller and for his research of the world of travelling storytellers in Cornwall, a world described in his best-selling Cornish Folktales and Cornish Folktales for Children and revisited in this book.


Mike is a storyteller, fiddler and singer, as is Anthony James, one of this book’s central figures. Sometimes writer and character are hard to separate!


When reading this book it’s as if the reader, like the writer before, is travelling the lanes in the footsteps of Anthony and his son Jamie, swapping stories as the miles flow past.
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This book tells tales from and about the Isles of Scilly and surrounds them with folklore, history and geography. Historical tales concerning the islands are up to 2,500 years old, saints’ tales 1,500 years and literary romances 900 years.


Systematic recording of Cornish folk tales began in the nineteenth century. In 1851 Henry Whitfield, a Buckinghamshire parson staying in Penzance for his health, visited the Isles for three months and wrote The Isles of Scilly and its Legends. This was a pioneering enterprise, commendable in many ways. But Whitfield lacked the local knowledge and common touch of native writers. He wrote that ‘popular superstitions’ were few and attributed the lack of ancient material to cultural discontinuity. He commented:




The whole population dates no farther back than from the days of Cromwell. It is entirely modern, having its tales of horror indeed, but relating only to smuggling, and wrecking, and disasters akin to them. The most remote of these dark scenes scarcely amounts up to a period of a hundred years ago.





So, whilst Whitfield did collect tales, with skill he also created fictional ‘legends’ of his own, for which he was later criticised in folkloric circles.*


But others did know local tales. Notable was Emma Jenkin Tiddy (1880–1962), a native of St Mary’s and author of Maze of Scilly. She wrote that most of her tales were based on historical events. This prompts the question, when, if ever, does a historical narrative become a folk tale? On Scilly many factual events have lodged in community consciousness and have been retold many times, a folkloric process giving birth to variants and elaborations. Such tales include the St Agnes Tragedy, noted by Leland (c.1540), the Wreck of the Association (1707) and the Ghost of Rosevear (1784). Tiddy’s tales date from 1707 to 1862. She was born in 1880 and it is probable that her stories were mainly orally transmitted. They show local knowledge and reflect tradition. History and folklore exist in parallel.


The tales in this book are told as the fictional travelogue of blind Anthony James, a travelling ‘droll-teller’, i.e. storyteller from Cury on the Lizard. Anthony, guided by his son Jamie, walked through Cornwall living on tales, songs and tunes. Like Anthony, most of the ‘supporting cast’ in this book are real. However, for reasons that will become apparent I have artificially placed both Robert Heath and Henry Whitfield in the book’s early nineteenth-century timeframe.


It’s easy to wander the islands imagining the way things were centuries ago. There is open ground where visitors can roam freely and there are well-signed lanes and paths. Scillonians are friendly and welcoming, but there is farmland and private property to be respected. The tides and currents are swift and can be hazardous. Take local advice on swimming; do not try to wade between the islands except under supervision. Respect the wildlife. Enjoy the knowledge and skill of the boatmen. Above all, let the atmosphere, the beauty and the history of the place wash over you, and enjoy its story.





* Folklorist M.A. Courtney wrote of Whitfield, ‘his legends are for the most part purely fictitious, and its title, Scilly and its Legends, a little misleading.’
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It was a blissful spring morning on the island of St Mary’s in the Isles of Scilly. The warm sun sparkled on the water and small boats bustled here and there. On a bench outside the Union Inn sat three storytellers.


There was Anthony James, a blind travelling droll-teller from Cury on the Lizard, his son Jamie, and Lizzie Tregarthen, the daughter of an old Scillonian sea captain. Lizzie wore a curious necklace made of irregular beads and hairy string.


‘Lizzie,’ said Anthony, ‘We’ve a present for you.’


‘Thank you,’ cried Lizzie, unwrapping the parcel. Then she laughed with delight: inside was a book. The title was Folk Tales of the Isles of Scilly and the authors’ names were Eliza Tregarthen, Anthony James and James Vingo James.


‘That’s me!’ she screamed, ‘But I didn’t write anything.’


‘You told most of the stories and you were a wonderful guide to the islands. This book tells how we came to the Isles of Scilly and all the adventures and stories we shared. Jamie wrote them down and I helped.’


As Lizzie looked at the book she fingered the beads of her necklace. A tear ran down her cheek. ‘It’s all the stories in my story necklace, they’ve come back to life.’
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There’s always room for a story that can transport people to another place.


J.K. Rowling





Anthony James and his son Jamie were tucking into stew in the snug of the Admiral Benbow Inn on Chapel Street in Penzance. With them was their friend Henny Quick who, as usual, was accompanied by a battered top hat and an expression of impending doom. For once he was not wrong.


The snug was dark; its old wooden panels were lit by just one candle. But outside the night was darker; the moon and the stars were masked by swift-moving clouds.


The Benbow was quiet. Earlier a tall young man had looked through the door. He gazed studiously at young Jamie’s fiddle in its distinctive bag and then went on his way.


But now they heard footsteps outside. The door opened and an angry figure scowled at them. Instantly he was rebuked by Henny, ‘Repent, for the hour of judgement is at hand!’


The figure cursed and vanished into the night.


Supper continued. Anthony, who was blind, ate steadily. Young Jamie, his guide and helper, wolfed down his food; it had been a day since their last meal.


Then from the darkness outside came shouts. A scuffle was taking place. Two burly figures appeared in the door.


‘Down, under the table!’ commanded a voice.


Anthony and Jamie ducked under the table. More figures crowded the doorway.


‘They’re not here,’ said the voice. ‘But there’s two strong lads next door.’


Then came startled cries. Two figures were dragged from the next room into the darkness.


Jamie peered from under the table. A man in sea-boots appeared in the door. He grabbed Jamie and clamped his hand across Jamie’s mouth. A blow to Jamie’s head left him unconscious as he was dragged into the night.


In the inn, Henny Quick dolefully recited, ‘Expect the dreadful day of doom! And a curse on the press gang!’


Beside him Anthony called out, ‘Jamie, where are you?’


There was no reply.


Jamie came round in darkness. His head was sore and it felt as if the room was swaying. ‘Anthony?’ he cried, close to tears. There was no answer.


Jamie sat up and hit his head on the ceiling. He felt about him – he seemed to be in a triangular cupboard. He found a handle, turned it and pushed. The door opened suddenly and Jamie tumbled onto the floor. He picked himself up; though it was dark he realised he was in the fore-cabin of a small ship and the ship was under way.


Jamie tiptoed across the cabin and found a door leading aft. Beyond it a companionway led up to the deck. He climbed until he could peer out.


‘You, get down!’


Jamie stumbled back down the steps. A tall figure followed him into the cabin. A familiar voice said, ‘Dedh da, Jamie!* It’s best you stay out of sight.’


In the darkened cabin Jamie could not see who it was, but the voice was not threatening.


‘Dedh da,’ stuttered Jamie instinctively. ‘Piw os ta? Who are you?’


‘Myghtern Prussia ov vy!’


‘Mr Carter!’ Jamie breathed a sigh of relief.


John Carter, known locally as the King of Prussia, was captain of the Phoenix, a privateer sailing out of Prussia Cove. It was a ship well-known to excisemen, though none had ever proved its involvement in free trading.


‘You’re one of us,’ said Carter. ‘We couldn’t let the press gang take you and leave Anthony with no guide. I’m sorry your head banged the door frame as we dragged you out.’


‘Why don’t the press gang take your men, Captain?’


‘They are Sea Fencibles, volunteers sworn to defend the coast of Cornwall in the king’s name. They can’t be pressed any more than the constabulary.’


‘What happened in the Benbow?’


‘You and Anthony were seen by one of the mayor’s cronies. You know Boase doesn’t like you. His vendetta against Romanies and itinerants includes travelling droll-tellers. You’ve embarrassed him in public twice before. He’d love to see you pressed and Anthony stuck in Stoke Hospital, so he called in the press gang. You’re going to have to lay low for a while. But at least for the moment he is distracted.’


‘How’s that?’


‘My bosun spotted two trainee excisemen in the next bar. Right now they are in chains on the Indefatigable having been pressed! Tomorrow there will be an unholy row, they will have to be released and the mayor will get his knuckles rapped!’


Jamie laughed.


‘But now I must take you where they can’t find you.’


‘Where are we going?’


‘Enesek Syllan, the Isles of Scilly. Twenty-five miles of rough water beyond Land’s End. But even there you must be careful. The Constable of Penzance is a vengeful man.’


‘Mr Carter?’


‘Yes, Jamie?’


‘Please, where’s my dad?’


There was an awkward silence.


WEATHERILL’S GHOST


At that moment a lookout called out, ‘Bear away, bear away, the Runnell Stone, on the bow!’


The ship lurched as the Phoenix turned sharply to leeward. In the darkness Jamie could hear breakers. He sensed rough water on the starboard side.


‘Well spotted, Mr Weatherill,’ said John Carter.


‘Thank ’ee, Cap’n,’ said the helmsman. ‘There’s many a good ship gone down on the Runnell Stone,’


Weatherill declaimed into the night, as if his tale was a personal litany.


‘Scillonians like me have always been mariners – how can we be anything else? We are born in the midst of the sea; we know its ways. But good fortune doesn’t always attend even the best of us.


‘Such a man was my cousin Richard Weatherill, cap’n of the brig Aurora. A good man, but he still went down to Davy Jones’ locker. Have ’ee been to St Levan, boy?’


‘Yes,’ said Jamie, ‘I saw the split stone in the churchyard and I know St Levan’s prophecy:




‘When with panniers astride,


A Pack Horse can ride,


Through St Levan’s Stone,


The world will be done.’





‘Good man! But mind you, don’ go there at eight bells.’


‘Why not?’


‘All sailors on passage between Scilly and Mounts Bay have to pass the Runnell Stone, a mile south of Gwennap Head. One December night the Aurora was off West Penwith. Richard Weatherill was just about to sound eight bells, signifying the end of the watch. But his ship struck that rock and went straight to the bottom. He went down with his ship. But as it sank he was heard still sounding eight bells to mark the end of his watch on earth.


They buried him in St Levan churchyard. Not long after, some youngsters gathered there one Sunday morning. The service had started and the elders were in church. But the young folks were outside, chatting and passing the time, wandering among the graves, looking at the flowers and so on. When they came to Wetherill’s tomb one girl paused to read the inscription. Suddenly she started in fright as she heard a hollow sound beneath her feet. The others saw her reaction and came close. They all heard it: a ringing sound, like a ship’s bell. Terrified, they rushed into the church, interrupting the service. People talked about it for weeks after and there was no more gossiping in the churchyard on Sunday mornings.


‘Soon after that a young sailor, originally from St Levan, came home on a visit after years away. He was in the Elder Tree one morning, chatting with friends. They mentioned the ship’s bell in Wetherill’s grave. The sailor said it was all nonsense. But, as it was nearly midday, for curiosity’s sake, he went and listened by the captain’s tomb; his friends stood by the church porch watching the sun dial. As it marked noon the sailor ran back to his friends, pale as a corpse, saying, “True as I’m alive, I heard eight bells struck in the grave. I’ll not go there again for anything.”


‘That young man, on his very next voyage, went to a watery grave. So we know that if you stand on his grave at the right time you can hear Wetherill’s ghost ringing eight bells down below, and if you hear that sound then you won’t live out the year, you mark my words!


‘We’re a scary family,’ said the old mariner, ‘but you’ll be thankful to know that I’m the last of ’em.’


LANDFALL


‘When will we arrive?’ asked Jamie.


‘Tomorrow afternoon,’ said Captain Carter. ‘The wind is west-south-west, so we must beat all the way. It’s 45 miles from Penzance to Scilly, but we will sail 90. You’ll find blankets in the fore-peak. Get yourself some sleep.’


Next day Jamie was leaning on the rail. Ahead the islands rose from the sea and Jamie felt that lifting of the spirit that all sailors feel when they make landfall.


‘That’s St Mary’s on the bow,’ said John Carter. ‘To the south that’s St Agnes. To the north is St Martin’s. Beyond are Tresco, Samson and Bryher. They are the islands that are inhabited.’*


Soon the Phoenix was gliding into Old Town cove on St Mary’s, the largest of the Isles of Scilly. Another craft was already at anchor: a single-masted lugger, the Happy-Go-Lucky.


Wetherill leaned on the rail beside Jamie. ‘She’s a shallop. Shallow draft, ideal for Scilly. Fast under sail, light enough to row. Mind you, she’s darned uncomfortable in a seaway.’


A figure sat at the stern of the Happy-Go-Lucky nursing a blunderbuss. He studied the Phoenix for a moment and gave a wave of recognition. Wetherill waved back. Soon they were anchored, the dinghy was lowered and Jamie was rowed ashore. As they passed the Happy-Go-Lucky its lookout mysteriously called out, ‘Try the Union’, then went below.


The bow of the dinghy crunched into the gravel of Old Town Cove and Jamie jumped ashore. In his pocket was a pound note that John Carter had given him. As he looked back into the cove the Phoenix was already preparing for sea.


For a moment Jamie felt fear. He was alone, in a place quite unknown to him, and without his dad. Then he heard a kindly voice: ‘You look proper mazed! Piskey-led I’d say.’


An ample lady had appeared from the cottages of Old Town. On her arm was a basket of provisions.


‘Now then, boy,’ she said, ‘where are you goin’?’


Jamie’s mind was blank. He didn’t know where he was or where he was going. Then two words came to his mind.


‘The Union.’


‘I’ll take you past Buzza Hill,’ said the lady, ‘then the way will be clear. Now then, what’s your name?’


‘Jamie.’


‘Well mine is Mary Jenkin, but everyone calls me Aunt Polly, so you better do the same!’
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As they passed Old Town church a clerical figure emerged, looked at them and snorted in displeasure.


As they walked along they chatted. Jamie realised that Aunt Polly’s accent was not like his own. The ‘th’ at the beginning of words was rarely sounded. Thread was tread, pint was point, and point was pint.


Polly laughed, ‘Each island has an accent of its own.’


In ten minutes they crested the hill.


‘There you are,’ said Aunt Polly. ‘Just down there are the first houses. Now I’m away to see old widow Banfield.’


The cottages of Hugh Town were small, built of rough stone. The roofs were criss-crossed with straw rope to keep the thatch secure during gales. There seemed to be one of every trade: smith, carpenter, wheelwright, cooper, cobbler, tailor. Lady seamstresses worked in their doorways to get the best light. On the beach a ship was being built.


At the door of the Union Inn Jamie hesitated; he usually only visited such places with his dad. Gingerly he stepped inside; it was poorly lit. From the shadows a hand seized his shoulder.


‘Come on,’ said a gruff voice. ‘You’re expected.’


The speaker, an old shipmaster, propelled Jamie into a back room. From the gloom came a quiet voice, ‘Jamie, what took you so long?’


It was Anthony James.


Father and son hugged each other with unrestrained joy. Then Captain Tregarthen, the shipmaster, introduced himself and his daughter Lizzie, who was about Jamie’s age.


‘Dad,’ cried Jamie, ‘how did you get here?’


‘Same way as Jackey Treleaven. It was like this.’


JACKEY’S RIDE TO SCILLY


Jackey Treleaven was a good man, sober and honest. He must have been – he was a storyteller! He began all his stories by saying, ‘I won’t tell ’e a word of a lie and know it!’ Mind you, those words are now an everyday saying when anything doubtful is related!


When Jackey was a lad he lived north of St Just and courted a maid who lived up at Tardinney with her folks. One Sunday afternoon he called on Mally, his sweetheart. Whilst she was out milking and he was keeping her company, her mam made a gurt currant cake so Jackey had a hearty meal. But then the old lady said, ‘Jackey, as it’s the first Sunday in May I’ve made you a junket.’


‘Bless you,’ said Jackey. ‘But I’m so full I don’t think I’ve got room.’


‘Don’t be silly,’ said she. ‘Go outside and jump up and down, shake your tea down a bit! Junket isn’t filling.’


So Jackey went out and jumped up and down. When he came back, there on the table was a two-pint basin of junket, well-spread with thick cream and honey.


Whilst Jackey finished the junket, his sweetheart put on her Sunday best. Then down they went to Sennen Church-Town to the Methodist meeting with their friends. Preaching over, they all went into the First and Last for a drop of something sociable.


Now Santusters (people from St Just, that is) are always generous. Each of the ladies had a glass of gin-and-peppermint or brandy and cloves, or both if they liked, and a glass of shrub, too. The men had a few mugs of shenackrum* and a dram of rum to finish off.


Then it was time to go. They walked together to Burying-Place Downs. There the Santusters went Brea way, singing revival hymns as they went. But Jackey had to take his sweetheart back to Tardinney.


It was late when they arrived; the old folks were in bed, but the turf-fire still glowed, so they stayed courting till one in the morning. But before Jackey left, Mally gave him a modest supper of half a dozen boiled eggs. Jackey ate them with bread and butter, then he had a good piece of cake, left over from tea, and a bowl of milk. Then they kissed, said goodnight and Jackey started for home.


Poor Jackey had been on his feet most of the day and he still had nearly 4 miles to go. Halfway across Kelynack Downs he sat down to rest; he felt tired enough to sleep in a puddle! He wished he could find an old horse to ride – there were usually plenty grazing on the common.


He hadn’t gone more than a hundred yards when his wish was granted. He saw an old black horse standing stock still, as if asleep, close by the road, tied to a fence post with some hairy string. Jackey untied it and mounted it. Then he tried to direct it on the road home. But it took no notice of him and instead it took off westward over the downs, going slowly at first, but then getting faster and faster till it was galloping like the wind. It went so fast that Jackey had to hold on tight to avoid being blown off.
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Soon they reached Land’s End, but the horse did not hesitate; it leapt straight off the cliff. Jackey was sure he was going to die, but the horse did not plummet to the rocks below – it flew through the air. Soon it was skimming the sea towards the Isles of Scilly. Jackey could see St Agnes’ light house.


After fifteen minutes they reached St Agnes but the horse did not pause. It went around and across and up so high that Jackey saw all the islands spread out like a map. He saw them so clearly that he remembered their positions ever after.


Then, without any direction from Jackey, the steed turned around and brought him back, about daybreak, to Kelynack Downs, just a stone’s throw from where he started. Then the horse shook him off onto the ground and vanished in flames and smoke. It had been none other than the devil himself.


That’s how the devil took Jackey to Scilly and back again. If anyone ever suggested to Jackey that his tale wasn’t true or he fell asleep on Kelynack Downs and got hilla-rodden,* he would say. ‘If you give me a piece of chalk I’ll mark out all the islands as correct as anyone who lives there. Yet I had never been to Scilly before, nor have I since that night. Bless the Lord, I had a narrow escape. But I learned my lesson. To avoid staying up late courting, Mally and me got wed as soon as we could. Remember, I won’t tell ’e a word of a lie and know it!’


THE BRANDYMEN


Jamie laughed, ‘Anthony, how did you really get here?’


‘The Benbow is the chief smugglers’ pub in Penzance. It’s the base of Octavius Lanyon and the Benbow Brandymen.


‘After John Carter saved you from the press gang, he knew the mayor would send his constable after me, and he did. Octavius climbed on the roof and fired his pistol to create a diversion while his lads took me to the kitchen of the Benbow. There’s a secret tunnel leading to Abbey Slip. Normally it’s used to bring up brandy and tobacco. They took me down it to the harbour and the Happy-Go-Lucky.


‘Poor Octavius was wounded, but we managed to get away. Then, 2 miles off Penzance, we were spotted by the Hawk, the excise lugger. But the Brandymen escaped into the night by rowing directly into wind where the lugger couldn’t sail.


‘So now we are on the Isles of Scilly. John Carter will let Martha and Sarah know we are safe. We just have to earn a living until Boase’s term as Justice of the Peace ends in November.’


‘How do we do that?’ asked Jamie.


‘What we normally do: tell stories. The islanders are not rich but they are warm-hearted. They will enjoy our tales and we can learn some from them I’m sure.


‘But we’d better leave Hugh Town for a while. There are men in authority here: army, excise, the constable, the parson. Some may be less sympathetic than others.’


Jamie looked at the sparkling water, the small boats going to and fro, and the islands basking in the sun.


‘Scilly looks magical.’


‘It is. But now we must rest. Tonight we begin our education with the oldest stories about the Isles of Scilly. We must be like sailors approaching the islands, feeling the first ripples they leave on the sea of history.’





* Good day, Jamie.


* Now only five are inhabited; Samson was evacuated in 1855.


* Shenackrum = gin and beer.


* Got hilla-rodden: had a nightmare.









[image: Illustration]




Tradition is not the worship of ashes, but the preservation of fire.


Gustav Mahler





The sun was on the western horizon. A golden pathway stretched across the sea and shadows lengthened. In the ocean the islands floated in a shimmering dream of light. Captain Tregarthen led them from a world of shadow up onto Buzza Hill. There a fire was burning; around it were logs and benches. The last light hovered over the land, gently welcoming the first stars. From the gathering darkness other figures appeared. Old and young, men and women, all were welcomed to the fireside.


Then came a quiet voice, ‘As it says in the Good Book: in the beginning was the word!’


Then the stories began.


CREATION


First God created the heavens and the earth.


‘Let there be light,’ he said, and there was light, and so it was that he created day and night.


Then he saw the earth was without form, so the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters.


It was the greatest of works, forming firmaments and deeps and dry lands, and after the second day of labour the Lord was feeling a little weary. As he was carrying a great shovel-full of earth and rock to make Ireland, his attention was distracted. His grip on the shovel wavered and some little bits of rock fell from the shovel into the sea, and they formed the Isles of Scilly.


The Lord heard the splash and looked at the little group of islands and saw that it was good.


Eventually, when mankind got there, they also saw that it was good, so they stayed.


The proof of this tale is in the animals you find here. When St Patrick drove out all the snakes and venomous reptiles from Ireland, out of some ancient geographical sympathy those animals were also banished from Scilly. You won’t find any poisonous snakes here at all, so it must be true.


Of course, the good Lord knew that unintentional island creation due to weariness was not desirable, so he decreed that on every seventh day we should no longer labour. So it is that we have the Isles of Scilly to thank for our day of rest. To this day it is a fine place to take your ease, and move as nature intended, with the rhythm of the tides and the stars.


THE ISLANDS


Long ago the island of Ennor was severed from Cornwall.


Then the ice grew strong and brought flint and stone to Ennor’s northern shore.


But when the sun grew strong the ice retreated.


The sea carved a channel that took Agnes and Annet from their mother; they were the first of the children of Ennor.


Next, the sea reached out and held Ennor by the waist, leaving only a narrow causeway between north and south.


Finally, the sea drew his hand across Ennor and the water flowed where his fingers had traced. Sampson, Bryher, Tresco, St Helen, Teän, St Martin: these are the next of the children of Ennor.


Ennor, mother of the islands, was christened Mary after the mother of God.


To the west are the Western Rocks.


To the east are the Eastern Isles.


These are the Isles of Scilly.


THE ANCESTORS


We are children of the Islands.


We are people of the sea.


Our fathers were one with wind and wave.


They spoke the old tongue; we call it Cornish.


They fished and farmed, kept cattle and sheep.


They dug for flint, they found tin and lead.


They set up standing stones; they made labyrinths; they worshipped long-forgotten gods.


On hilltops and headlands they lie in tombs of stone.


On the moor are their workings. In the sea caves are the scars of their axes. Their blood still stains the ocean.


These are our ancestors.


THE TRAVELLERS


The first great travellers were the Phoenicians. Five hundred years before Christ they built biremes, ships with two banks of oars and a great square sail. They traded all over the Mediterranean and founded the city of Carthage, now in Tunisia.


In those days tin was rare and precious. There were tales of islands in the north where it could be found, but even the great Greek historian Herodotus was uncertain of their location or even their existence.


But at the other end of the Mediterranean, Carthaginian sailors had heard of the western islands, the Oestrymnides. There a proud-spirited tribe plied the tempestuous ocean in hide-covered boats and traded tin and lead. So the Phoenician admiral Himilco set out to find them.*
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After four months at sea he succeeded. But the Greeks envied the Phoenicians; they too wanted tin. So they asked him about the voyage. But Himilco was a storyteller; he said this:


‘Friends, we all want swords, shields and bright metalware so we must have bronze. To make bronze we need tin. But tin comes only from the tin islands, beyond the end of the earth.


‘This is no voyage for mortals. The journey is long and the dangers are many. In truth the first to guide us to the Tin Island was none other than Melkarth, the god of the sea.


‘One bright morning, while our people were still slumbering beneath the citadel, we made our oblations to Melkarth. Leaving the outer harbour of Carthage, we stayed inshore, using the land breeze to avoid the currents with which the gods keep mortals east of the Pillars of Hercules. But beyond the Pillars there is sea without end and the dangers are legion. Without Melkarth we would surely have failed.


‘Beyond Gades** no breezes blow. To make progress, the oarsmen must have the strength of oxen.


‘Even so, near Cape St Vincent, although the rowers worked mightily, the ship’s motion ceased. I looked over the side. Seaweed completely encased the hull. We tried to cut it away but the ship was trapped. We could go neither forward nor backward. We would have starved to death in the midst of the ocean, but great Melkarth saw our peril and tore away the weed.


‘North of Corunna great storms blew. The waves were as tall as the mast. We thought we would be overwhelmed, but Melkarth stilled the waves.


‘Then, far to the north of finis terra, came mist like a cloak on the ocean. For days we saw not even the blades of our own oars. Our clothes were wet through. We shivered in the cold. But Melkarth sailed with us; he kept us on our course.


‘Finally there were treacherous shallows with many sea monsters. Hidden sand bars blocked the way. But Melkarth subdued the creatures and guided us to the tin islands.


‘But Melkarth is the patron of us Phoenician sailors. Only the brothers of Melkarth can make this voyage and return!’


Rufius Festus Avienus recorded this tale. Pliny the Elder knew it for he wrote that Midacritus was the first to bring tin from Cassiteris. Midacritus was his word for Melkarth.


THE SACRIFICE


The villa of Posidonius the geographer was high above the harbour of Rhodes. From there he would gaze on the wine-dark sea and remember his great voyages. One day he received a visitor, a young man of a Greek family from Asia Minor. His name was Strabo.


‘Teacher,’ said Strabo, ‘what lies beyond the Pillars of Hercules?’


Posidonius closed his eyes, remembered the feel of the west wind in his hair, and began to speak. ‘To the north is Iberia. Farther north, near Finis Terra, the end of the earth, there is the harbour of Corunna. But those who are bold can sail even further, beyond the end of the earth.


‘North of Corunna lie the Cassiterides, the tin islands. There are ten of them, close together. One is naught but desert, but the others are inhabited.


‘The men wear black cloaks, their tunics reach to their feet and are tied about the breast. They walk with staves. They tend cattle; most are just herdsmen. But they have a secret.’


‘A secret?’ said Strabo. ‘What is their secret?’


‘Stannum and plumbum, tin and lead. They barter them for pottery, salt, and bronze vessels.




[image: Illustration]




‘But it is so far to sail, so dangerous …’


‘But the world demands tin! Most of the tin in Europe comes from the Cassiterides. They say that the bronze in Solomon’s temple was made from such tin.’


‘Miraculum miraculorum esse, miracle of miracles!’


‘Only the Phoenicians knew the way to the Cassiterides. The trade was so valuable that they would tell no one else. They just said that the god of the sea guided them.’


‘Surely someone else could find out, the Romans?’


‘The Romans! They want to conquer the world! Yes, they too were jealous of the Phoenicians so they sent one of their vessels to follow a Phoenician ship and find the route.


‘When the Phoenician captain saw he was being followed, he guessed they were trying to discover the secret. He let the Roman ship get closer and closer. The Romans were so excited they did not pay attention to the hazards of the ocean.


‘The Phoenician sea captain deliberately sailed his ship into the Western Rocks of Scilly and ran his ship onto a shoal. The Romans blindly followed him, only realising the danger when it was too late. The Roman ship struck the rocks and sank to the bottom of the sea.
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