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INTRODUCTION




So the first land we made, it is called the Deadman


Then Ram Head off Plymouth, Start, Portland and Wight


We sailed then by Beachy, by Fairlight and Dungeness


And then bore away for the South Foreland light


We’ll rant and we’ll roar, like true British sailors


We’ll rant and we’ll roar, all on the salt seas


Until we strike soundings in the channel of old England


From Ushant to Scilly ’tis thirty-five leagues


Traditional English folk song





There’s a picture of my brother and I on the seafront at Lyme Regis in Dorset. I am about 3 years old, running ahead in a swimming costume. My little legs are rolls of bronzed puppy fat. What’s left of the ice cream in my hand is plastered all over my face. I’m looking pretty determined, wherever I’m going, and my big brother Karl looks the picture of happiness.


The photo was taken in 1974. We Buckinghamshire landlubbers went to the south coast every year, and we loved Lyme. Past the ice cream shop and the amusement arcade (both of which are still there), I didn’t know at the time that I was being introduced to thousands, if not millions, of years of English marine stories.


We learned of the local pioneer and palaeontologist Mary Anning. A century and a half earlier, she found fossils at Lyme Regis that advanced our knowledge of evolution and ancient creatures. We kicked around the bottom of the cliffs, looking for our own fossil treasures, and clambered over the walls that stopped the beach from eroding. We skipped along the Cobb, tried not to slip on the rocks, popped all the bladder wrack we could find, and wondered at the sea anemones waving their pink tentacles in the rock pools. We fished for darting prawns and yellow periwinkles, and Grandma boiled them up for a feast when we got back to the cottage (the smell of vinegar and prawns still takes me back there). At night, we gazed out from our Enid Blyton-esque Faraway House and saw the lights of great tankers far out in Lyme Bay. They seemed very different to the ancient ships and wrecks we had heard stories about.


Lyme Regis is one version of the English coastline and, fifty years on, this little girl has been lucky enough to experience many others. England’s 2,748 miles of coastline includes the pebbles and pier of Brighton, the sublime beauty of the Farne Islands, the unforgiving rocks of north Devon, miles of broad sand in Norfolk, the endless mud of the Severn estuary in Somerset, tiny coves and crashing waves in Cornwall, the white cliffs at Dover, the sand and mudflats of Morecambe Bay and the bustling ports of Southampton, Hull and Liverpool, not to mention the Thames estuary. Although nobody in England lives more than 70 miles from the sea, those who live on the coast somehow have quite different perspectives from those inland. They breathe the salt air, and live side by side with the endless possibility of the ocean.


I trained as an ecologist, encouraged to look for nature in any place and to question why it’s there and how it’s influenced by human activity. Now I work as a storyteller, I find myself looking at England’s coasts and seas with very different eyes. Here at the edge of our country, where the land meets the great unknown ocean, is a place of dissolution, adventure and extremes. That goes for people as well as nature, and it’s reflected in our culture and traditions.


Folk tales are the local stories that become part of our heritage, handed on from person to person, often through telling in the oral tradition rather than writing. They talk of human experience, wisdom and interaction with our environment: little snippets of life where things happen, with a beginning, a middle and an end. We don’t know how old many of our folk tales actually are, or who first told them, but they might be hundreds or even thousands of years old. New folk tales are still being created, and we have no idea which ones will stand the test of time, or how otherworldly and imaginative they may become.


Here are fifty-two folk tales from the coasts and seas of England. I am in the good company of other storytellers from Wales (Peter Stevenson), Scotland (Tom Muir) and Ireland (Colin Urwin) who have written separate volumes with The History Press on marine folk tales for their respective countries. My own volume includes a couple of stories from the Isle of Man, an independent island, to ensure its colourful folklore is represented between us.


These are my own versions of traditional folk tales. I have chosen stories that I particularly enjoy, that cover the wide geography of England’s coasts, and that I feel resonate with our natural history and our heritage. I have told many of these tales to different audiences, indoors and out in nature, sharing ideas and emotions that the stories provoke. They are stories for all ages, although some are darker than others, and the teller will need to decide which stories to share with very young ones.


I have hunted out stories from many different sources: folklore archives and collections; natural history literature; and, of course, listening to storytellers. Some tales are well known, others more obscure. Like all storytellers, I am grateful to those who have collected and told these stories all down the generations, known and unknown. Wherever possible, I have tried to pursue a story back to its oldest referenced source. A list of story sources and further reading is provided.


The folk tales in this book are presented in chapters according to their subject. More than any other stories of our environment, I have found that England’s marine and coastal folk tales often deal with death as a matter of fact part of life. Many are embellished true stories of extraordinary events in desperate times. The challenges presented in these stories are sometimes human-created (such as smuggling, inequality, taxes and war), and sometimes nature-created (storms and mists). Yet many of these folk tales also speak to the wonder of the more than human natural world on our coasts and out at sea, and here we find shapeshifting birds, mermaids, magical fish and sea-dragons. I will leave it up to you to decide how much these characters represent the interface between humans and nature – the magic of life where nature cannot speak for itself – and how much they might be real!


Folk tales have many loose ends and inconclusive endings, as they represent fragments of experience that have been handed down to us by luck or chance. They might be short or abrupt. They also represent the messy business of the human condition, which may or may not include happy endings. Working with folk tales involves listening and letting the stories work on you – not deciding what you would like to be told.


This book has been written as a resource to be used for storytelling about our natural world. My aim is to bring our folk tale heritage to a wider audience. The stories provoke curiosity about England’s relationship with our coasts and seas through the centuries, our marine wildlife and our own wild oceanic imaginings.


There’s another important reason for sharing these stories. England’s relationship with the sea is changing rapidly, as the planet warms and climate chaos increases. Our marine wildlife is in crisis from over-exploitation and pollution. The next few decades will bring coastal challenges beyond any we have ever known. I believe the old tales hold wisdom for us: about the resourcefulness of the English people in times of change; about the values that will help to see us through difficult days; and about the wonders of nature that we must not take for granted. In a time when so much of human discourse isn’t based on anything real at all, our folk tales are a good way to reconnect with the emotions and realities of place.


So, even better than reading the stories, do tell them to others – in your own words, not mine. That is the way that stories change, and grow, and stay alive year on year.


I hope you have as much fun reading and telling these stories as I have had in working with them. Let the tide nibble at your toes now. The sea and its stories are waiting.
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SONG OF THE SIREN




One Friday morn as we’d set sail,


And our ship not far from land,


We there did espy a fair mermaid,


With a comb and a glass in her hand…


Child Ballad no. 289 ‘The Mermaid’





On a July night in 1825 or 1826, when the full moon was high in the sky over Bude, young Robert Hawker was bored. So he swam out to a rock a little way from the shore, wrapped an oilskin round his legs, plaited a wig for himself out of seaweed, and began to flash light from the moon with a small hand mirror. Presently he began to croon, and then keened to the heavens with a high-pitched wail.


The good people of Bude ran out to see this wonder of the sea. ‘It’s a merry-maid!’ they whispered to one another. Soon, and most mysteriously, the sea-siren jumped off the rocks, into the sea, and was gone from sight.


The next evening, the crowds were there before the mermaid, but eventually she reappeared, combing her tresses and singing a desolate song. Military telescopes were fetched to observe the entrancing creature.


This continued for several nights, until one keen watcher observed the mermaid was shivering with cold. The singing died away, then they heard the mermaid bellow ‘God Save The King!’ in a fine baritone; then the creature disappeared into the water, never to be seen again.


Not all mermaid stories are as obvious or eccentric as this little Baring-Gould anecdote. Many people who have spent time on the coasts and beaches of England will swear they have seen an actual mermaid (a creature with a human body and the tail of a fish), or a fish-creature, or a wild man who lives in the sea.


Mermaids and their equivalents are a worldwide folklore motif, perhaps influenced by early Greek stories of sirens. Sometimes they appear in stories at times of great danger or bad omen, but sometimes they will offer protection or gifts to humankind. One early Celtic text describes a mermaid cast up by the sea in AD 887 that was 160ft long with both fingers and nose measuring 7ft long. Among the earliest images of a mermaid in England is in the Norman chapel of Durham Castle, dated to 1078.


Mermaid folk tales and ballads are found all over the British Isles, but are particularly common in the south-west of England. A sea-morgan is a related sea creature, of Celtic and Breton origin, that lures people to their death in the sea. Both mermaids and sea-morgans are quite different to the selkie (seal-people) stories of Celtic and Norse origin, mostly found in Scotland and Ireland.


There is something seductive about mermaids, real or otherwise, that makes us want to dissolve into them; something about the merging of human and fish that conveys a magical allure. They speak of the deep mystery of the ocean, and the mortal dangers of living more with the sea than with the land.






THE DROLL OF THE MERMAID



The story of Lutey and the Mermaid is one of the classic Cornish folk tales. When William Bottrell recorded it in 1870, he heard it from one of the last Cornish droll-tellers.


‘Uncle’ Anthony James was blind and relied on his dog and a young lad to guide him about with his stories and his fiddle. He related tall tales (or drolls) of the Lutey family of Cury, who were famously conjurers and white witches after one of their ancestors found a stranded mermaid on the shore.


Robert Hunt recorded a different take on the story in his Popular Romances of the West of England in 1881, probably also sourced from Bottrell, ending with the warning ‘Sceptical people are never lovable people.’ I have combined both Bottrell’s and Hunt’s versions into my own take on the story.


This folk tale is often told in a way that mocks Lutey as a country simpleton enchanted by beauty. I think there’s a little more to the story than that. Liz Greene, mythologist and astrologer, has mused that Lutey is under a classic Neptunian spell from the mermaid, one of the sacred female water spirits of the ancients.


Mermaids offer the promise of redemption and perfection, becoming one with the divine, all submerged in the mysterious depths of the ocean. Yet there is healing available to those who dare to dream. Lutey and his family are given that great gift as well.


Many years ago, a man called Lutey lived with his wife, Ann Betty, in a little stone cottage near the shore at Cury (that used to be known as Corantyn), on the Lizard. Their children were grown up and gone, and so the two of them survived from a bit of Lutey’s fishing, and a bit of his wife’s growing crops and storing, and a bit of taking whatever plunder washed up on the shore from any boats coming to grief on the rocks at Lizard Point.


It was a simple life, and they made the best of it. But after the practical work of the day was done, Lutey loved to wander the sands and think deeply about life, gazing on the rolling ocean and dreaming about what might lie beyond.


That particular year had been hard on the whole village. Disease was rife, and Lutey’s wife was recovering from a bad illness. One summer’s evening, Lutey had finished cutting the turf and wandered down to the beach towards a little cove. It was a shimmering evening, as the light played tricks on the deep blue water far away. The tide was out and the sands were scattered with pools and rocks, their barnacles and limpets sealed tight against the heat. Gulls cried overheard and the peep of the oystercatcher punctuated the sky – but here was a different sound. It was a sad cry, half-sobbing, a child in distress. This was not a bird of any kind, and it came from the shore in front of him.


Lutey crept towards the sound, his feet silent on wet sand. There was a tall rock in front of him, and he peered around it to the large rock pool behind.
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There in the water was a vision of sweetness. She had flowing pale hair that spread out on the water of the pool and mingled with the seaweed. Her shell-like skin gleamed in the sun as her face tilted towards the ocean with longing, her eyes mournful and swollen from crying.


Lutey hardly dared to breathe. A merry-maid! He had heard stories, of course, and he had heard them singing in the moonlight far away, but he had never seen one this close!


The mermaid sensed Lutey’s gaze, gave a little cry and dived into the water to hide.


‘Don’t be afraid,’ crooned Lutey in a low voice to the mass of hair and bladder wrack and glittering silver scales under the water. ‘Don’t worry, I won’t hurt you. Truth is, I’m just as frightened as you are. Come out, you’re safe.’


Gradually, the mermaid emerged from the pool into the air again, crying bitterly, and sat on the rocky edge with her tail-fin still tucked in the water.


‘Now then, maid,’ said Lutey, ‘I don’t know if you can understand my mumblings, but I’d dearly like to know why you’re crying.’


The mermaid wiped her face clear and looked Lutey straight in the eyes. He gave a start at that, for her eyes were deep sapphire blue, the colour of the wide ocean beyond the rocks: water you could lose yourself in.


She sighed. ‘I’m stranded,’ she said. ‘Only three hours ago, I left my husband and children happily snoozing, surrounded by sea flowers, basking in the sunlit waters. I had a mind to catch their supper, and I was also curious about the human places here on the coast. So I swam a little too far in, and I was so taken up with chasing the shrimps and dancing with the sea wrack, that I didn’t notice I was stranded until it was too late!’ She fell to snivelling again, building up to proper crying.


Lutey hurriedly interrupted. ‘Surely you can wait until the tide comes back in again, then go to join them? I can keep you company in the meantime.’


‘No, that won’t work,’ she said between sobs. ‘My husband will wake up soon, hungry, and look for his supper. If I don’t bring him the food he needs, he’s sure to eat up some of our pretty children … I still haven’t recovered from last time it happened!’


‘Surely he wouldn’t do that!’ said Lutey.


‘He’s very jealous too, goodness knows what he would do to me,’ she insisted. ‘Please, help me get back to the sea!’


Now Lutey was in a fix. He had heard many stories about mermaids. People said that you should never offend a mermaid, for if they were angry there was no knowing what they’d do. But people also said it was dangerous to get too close to a mermaid.


Now he was here with an actual live mermaid, Lutey could see that people didn’t understand. This creature wasn’t dangerous or angry. She was sweet and sensitive and vulnerable. She was more beautiful than any mortal woman he had ever seen. What was the harm in helping?


‘Carry me to the sea,’ she pleaded. ‘It will only be a few minutes of your time, and I will give you fine gifts. I’ll give you anything you wish for.’ Her eyes were huge now, emerald-green pools glittering in the evening sunlight.


Lutey reached forward, put one arm around her shining silver scales and another round her waist. He lifted the mermaid up, finding her surprisingly heavy. The mermaid immediately put her arms around his neck and snuggled into his warmth.


‘What is it that you wish for? Is it to be gold, silver or jewels?’


Now Lutey’s mind was blank for any idea of gifts, for his mind was full of her. He looked back and saw his little stone cottage in the distance, and with difficulty recalled his life with his wife and the people of the village.


‘Gold and silver aren’t much use to us here,’ said Lutey slowly. ‘But good health, that’s a different matter … the power to charm away disease and difficulty would be a fine thing.’


She looked at him pointedly. ‘You’re a good man,’ she said. ‘It shall be done, and you and your family will be provided for all your days. But I will give you another gift.’


She held out a gleaming comb made of pearl. ‘Take this,’ she said, ‘it will prove to you that you have not been dreaming. Whenever you need me, comb the sea three times with this, and I will come to your help. Now – take me to the sea.’


He carried the mermaid down the beach towards the tide, walking with some difficulty as the sand got wetter and his burden got heavier. Soon the waves were washing over his shoes and he began to wade out to sea, but he didn’t let go of the mermaid.


‘Lutey,’ she whispered in his ear, ‘come with me. Come with me to our place under the sea.’


Lutey’s mind was swirling into eddies, looping and drifting with the tide, but he did not reply; he gazed out to the waves as he waded deeper, still holding her tight.


The water was up to his knees now. She whispered again, using deliberate words as if chanting a spell. ‘Lutey. It is so beautiful in our place under the sea. There are all the things you would wish for: fine food, the best of rum, and many sparkling sea-women just like me. There are sea creatures of all colours, wondrous to behold. I will make you gills so you can breathe with us and live with us, be like us, the sea-people, at one with the deep ocean.’


The water was up to his waist now. Lutey’s eyes were glazed and his mind addled, as the water lapped around him and the sea currents tugged at his legs, and still he would not let go of the mermaid.


Then, among the alarm cries of the gulls, a different sound, distant at first, but insistent and louder: a familiar noise. It was Lutey’s dog, standing on the shore, barking and barking for all it was worth.


Lutey blinked, and tried to drop the mermaid, but she clung on to him. ‘Lutey–’


‘No … maid, I will NOT come with you!’ Lutey wrenched an arm free and reached down to his belt for his knife. ‘I’ll have none of your enchantments or your cunning. Go back to the sea!’ As Lutey managed to brandish his sailor’s knife in the air, the mermaid let go and her golden hair spread out in the water again.


She turned to him, her eyes dark. ‘Nine years, my love! Nine of your human years, and I will return for you.’ There was a flick of a silver tail, then she was gone.


Lutey’s heart was pounding in his chest as he half-swam, half-waded back to shore, spitting out gulpfuls of salt water. The faithful dog followed Lutey up from the shore until he reached a little cave at the back of the beach. This was the place where Lutey stored a few smuggled treats, including brandy. He found the bottle he was looking for, tugged at the cork and drank deep of the contents, as the brandy warmed his belly and soothed his senses.
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Ann Betty Lutey was worried. Her husband hadn’t come home, and she had watched for him all night. When the dawn broke, she wandered down to the beach, to the little cave she wasn’t supposed to know about.


There was her beloved husband, fast asleep against some old sails and snoring. Ann Betty aimed a swift kick at his buttock.


Lutey stirred. ‘What … Who are you … where am I? Am I at the bottom of the sea, my beauty?’


Another kick. ‘I’m your wife, as you know full well, and you’ve not called me beauty in twenty-five years,’ she said. ‘Get up, you old scoundrel, you’ve got some explaining to do over breakfast.’


Lutey followed his wife sheepishly along the beach to their little cottage, and over a hearty breakfast – which made him feel much better – he told her everything he could remember.


‘She even gave me a pearly comb to prove it wasn’t a dream … look!’ He brought it out of his pocket triumphantly.


‘That’s no comb,’ said Ann Betty. ‘That’s an old shark’s jaw full of teeth. You old fool.’


Nevertheless, the story was a good one. Although Ann Betty was sworn to secrecy for fear of Lutey looking foolish, the story of the mermaid and the gifts she had given to Lutey spread through the little village of Cury like seeping seawater. There was no doubt that, since the mermaid was found, Ann Betty was feeling in better health than she had done for months.


A couple of days later, there was a knock at the door. It was an old woman carrying a young child. ‘Please,’ she said. ‘I’ve heard you’ve got the gift of healing in this house. My granddaughter has been running a high fever for a day and a night. Can you cure her?’


Lutey discovered that his wish had been granted. He could heal the sick and undo evil magic, and no matter where he went in Cornwall or beyond, he was hailed as a hero. He never charged for helping people, and somehow his family were always well clothed and well fed.
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Nine years later, Lutey had completely forgotten about the mermaid. Life was good. One night in high summer, he and a friend went out one evening in Lutey’s little fishing boat, and they went for the edge of the shore just beyond the rocks.


There wasn’t a breath of wind that night, and the sea was almost still, caressed by tiny ripples, as the men chatted. Then, as if from nowhere, a wind whipped up along the water. The little boat was soon lurching dangerously on high waves, both men trying to keep afloat – yet the sky was still clear.


A huge wave rolled towards them then, crested with sea foam, and in the middle of the sea foam rode the mermaid, her arms outstretched and her sparkling eyes fixed on Lutey.


As if bewitched, Lutey stood up in the rocking boat and turned towards the deep ocean. ‘It’s time,’ he said, and took one step off the edge of the boat, despite his friend’s attempts to stop him.


Lutey’s friend peered down into the water, and for a moment he saw Lutey and the mermaid in each other’s arms, her silver scales sparkling and their hair mingling in the water. Then they were gone. The water was still again, and Lutey’s friend was left alone in his little boat under the summer moon.


Lutey was never seen again in the village of Cury. His children and grandchildren held and used the same healing powers, as they do to this day.


But every nine years, a member of the Lutey family is always lost at sea.






SEA-MORGANS AND MUD



The Somerset coast is of a different character altogether, compared with the rest of south-west England. It is part of the great Severn Estuary, or ‘Severn Sea’, which boasts a tidal range of 13m – the second highest tidal range in the world – along with the famous Severn Bore. From the cliffs off Exmoor to the rocky shore at Kilve, round Bridgwater Bay to Weston-super-Mare and up towards Clevedon, with some beautiful beaches but mostly mud, this part of the English coastline has a character that is oozing, endless and slow. But it’s deceptive: this is a dangerous place, and the muddy estuary water holds strong currents. Walk too far out at low tide, and you can easily disappear in the quicksand.


As ever, people have found ways to cope: mud-horses are wooden sledges pushed in front by the fisherman to safely carry the fish and shrimps from their nets across the mudflats to the shore. ‘Glatting’ or ‘congering’ is hunting for conger eels with dogs at low tide, seeking out the places where the submerged eels are hiding and waiting for the water to come back in. Conger eels occur in the sea all around the British Isles, and they can be huge – several metres long and up to about 250lb in weight. These strong, ferocious fish will give a nasty bite. Mature adults will spawn once and then die, which makes conger eels vulnerable to over-fishing.


The Somerset coastline hosts more contemporary weirdness thanks to the Hinkley B and C power stations, which are visible from most high places in the county. Nearby Steart Point is among the first places in the south-west of England where land will be lost to the sea in the next few years due to climate change and the rising of sea levels. Steart is being managed by the Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust and Environment Agency to create new salt marsh and freshwater wetland, ‘managing’ the advance of the sea with the input of local people.


Ruth Tongue recorded folk tales about sea-morgans from this part of the coast. These are water spirits who delight in drowning humans. Similar spirits are found in Welsh and Breton folklore. I love the spirit of these little stories, cheating the supernatural wherever possible to make sure of a good catch. The first story is from Steart, the second from Watchet, and the third from Berrow, where the islands Steep Holm and Flat Holm loom from the sea. The last story may refer to an angler fish.


Everyone knew about the sea-morgan who would sing so beautifully in the autumn time. People would go to hear her, and those who came back said she had a beautiful face as well as a beautiful voice. But those who waded out too far didn’t come back. They were lured into the sea-morgan’s clutches by her song-spell, or taken down by the quicksand. The conger eels got a slap-up feast on those days. It wasn’t a good way to meet your maker.


One woman who lived nearby had a son who was deaf, and so she reckoned it would be safe for him to go and get rid of the sea-morgan, as he wouldn’t be able to hear the deadly song.


The lad got close enough to see the morgan. She had her mouth open wide, crooning away. ‘Yuk,’ he thought, ‘her hair’s all green!’ So, he got his mud-horse, and went out over the flats with his eel-spear ready to strike at the morgan. But he got distracted very easily: there were so many eels about. All the time she was singing, he got a good catch of eels, and he didn’t sink in the quicksand because of the mud-horse.
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After he’d got twelve of those big fat conger eels, the sea-morgan gave a shriek and disappeared. She was never seen again.


Everyone in Steart had conger eel pie that week, and a lot of it.
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A fisherman heard a sea-morgan singing in the dimpsey time on the beach at St Audrie’s Bay. But he wasn’t the quietest of people, crunching through the stones and pebbles, and the sea-morgans heard him a mile off. They scurried away, but they left one of their little babies behind, crying and kicking underneath the waterfall at the bottom of the cliff.


The fisherman hurried to the child and picked her up. She tugged at his heartstrings there and then. It hadn’t been long since he had to bury his own baby daughter in Watchet churchyard, and his wife was drowning in grief. So, he saw the tiny sea-morgan child as a gift sent from Heaven, and he took her home to fill the empty cradle.


His wife was delighted, and loved the little girl at once. But she could never get the baby’s hair dry, no matter how much she messed it with a towel, or how much sunlight the child had; her hair would always be drenched with salt water.


The little girl grew up quickly, as they do, and was toddling around before long, always drawn to the streams and the ponds in the village. She made a good daughter, and they grew so used to her that everything seemed all right – until one day a neighbour came into the house.


‘Dear, dear,’ said the neighbour to the little girl in that condescending way people sometimes talk to children, ‘I saw you paddling in the stream – it isn’t the right way for a good Christian girl to behave! And why don’t you dry your hair?’


The girl’s eyes were downcast to the floor, and her parents were trying to think of how to respond, when a low melody began to sound from the coast.


She looked up. ‘They’re singing my song. They want me. There will be a storm tonight.’


She ran upstairs at that, leaving her parents to try and explain. But it was no use. The meddling neighbour went and roused the official men of the village to chase out this little witch from their community.


But when the men arrived, the girl ran away laughing, and sent them off course, and teased them. ‘Can’t catch me!’ She ran down towards the rocks and the sea, grey clouds gathering above her and the wind whipping up the sand. ‘Can’t catch me!’ They heard her singing with joy by the old coast cart track as the gales howled.


Then a huge wave crashed over the road and took the little girl, and she was never seen again.
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Off Berrow Sands, there was a huge fish with a huge mouth. It was such a huge fish that it used to swallow up all the other fish and all the sailors too – and what it didn’t manage to eat, the conger eels finished off. In those days, the conger eels used to bark, and then everyone knew there was danger lurking in the deeper water.


This was no good for anyone, and one day a brave fisherman decided to sort it out.


He rowed out to the very big fish in his very small boat. The big fish opened its jaws ready to eat him up – but quick as a flash, he threw his anchor straight into the fish’s mouth. The cold iron finished it off for good.






THE MERMAID’S OMEN



A mermaid sighting, however alluring, is usually considered by sailors to be very bad luck, and even an omen of the wrecking or sinking of their ship. It’s also considered very bad luck to sail on a Friday (see stories in Chapter 7).


This story is derived from a popular folk ballad, The Mermaid, found all over England in broadsides and collections, together with a story that Ruth Tongue recorded from a Norfolk sailor in the 1940s. It tells of the bad omen of a mermaid, and the lament of men who risked their life at sea for their livelihoods, but were now fated to die in the waves.
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