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Report from The Bridport Advertiser, October 19,1981


Missing Girls – Fears Grow





Fears grow for the safety of a group of young girls who set out on Friday on a sponsored walk from Beaminster to Melplash (on footpaths via Mapperton) and who have since mysteriously disappeared, after being spotted by a helicopter pilot on Friday afternoon.


They were going downhill towards the coast at Abbotsbury, reported pilot Jimmy Carr, and he had thought they were local girls on the way home from school, although they were in fact miles off course. ‘There was a bunch of them walking quite fast so they seemed to know where they were going,’ said Carr, who was at the time on the way back from a cliff rescue call in the area. ‘I had no idea they were lost or I’d have come down.’


Asked by police if he could identify any of the girls from photos, Carr said he could be definite about only one, tall red-haired Bess Plantain, daughter of Mr Plantain of Forton Court. He was equally sure, however, that she wasn’t wearing the clothes she was said to have set out in. ‘I don’t know about a skirt or jeans or whatever, but she wasn’t in a Shetland knit,’ Carr said firmly. He went on to describe a white ruffled blouse, see-through and with high flounces at the neck. ‘You couldn’t miss it,’ said Carr before going on to reveal another surprise to reporters. ‘A dark girl brought up the rear, I can swear to that,’ insisted the pilot after looking through all the photographs and identification provided. ‘And she wasn’t one of these.’


Parents are meeting this evening to discuss future steps in the investigation and to question Mr Carr further on the apparent direction of the girls at the time of the sighting.


The girls have by now spent two nights (presumably) in the open, while search parties, held back by the worst fog on the West Dorset coast since the first weather recordings, have failed to come up with any clues.


The walk, organised by the Women’s Legion Committee, was under the leadership of Jane Stretherick, 52. ‘Everyone was waiting in the village hall at Melplash,’ said a weary and emotional Miss Stretherick at the bungalow home she shares with her parents at West Bay earlier today. ‘It was going to be tea and dancing after the walk. Then, the fog came down – we all got separated. I found myself alone, climbing up through the gardens of Parnham House before I could get on the road to Beaminster. Somehow I groped my way to the main square and banged on the door of the Red Lion to let me in.’


While Jane Stretherick rested in the comfort of the thirteenth-century Red Lion, her group wandered further afield. There are now fears that, in the dense fog, they may have fallen from the cliffs (if they ever reached the coast road). The Women’s Legion Central Committee has sent messages of concern to the parents of the children, and an extra assignment of police is expected to arrive from Dorchester later today, to widen the search for the girls.


Missing are: Bess Plantain (13) and her sister Jane (11) of Forton Court, Melplash. Bess attends Ferndale School for Girls, where Jane is due to join her next term on leaving the local primary, St Jude; Mary and Mathilda Barton (also 11), twin daughters of J. H. Barton, teacher at Melplash Comprehensive; Melanie Ayres (9) of Whitehays Estate (St Jude); Nat Minges (8) of Bay Cottage near Waytown, daughter of the late Bob Minges, one of the lifeboatmen drowned in the Poole Harbour disaster in 1979.


The whole of Class Four from Melplash Primary were also on the walk. The average age is six years, two months. ‘I feel most concerned,’ Mr Ralph Plantain of Forton Court (whose two girls are amongst the missing) told us today in the book-lined study of gracious Forton Court, home of the Plantain family for over a hundred years. ‘I feel my own girls can look after themselves. Bess is a sensible thirteen-year-old and Jane has been a terrifically active personality since she was small. But the young members of Class Four – I would like to express my deepest sympathy with their parents – and indeed the parents of all the missing girls – and ask them to join us in a fervent prayer for their safe return.’


As darkness comes down once more, anxieties are likely to treble if the girls are not found safe and sound. Mr J. H. Barton, father of missing twins Mary and Mathilda, suggests going along the fog-bound coast in a boat and, with the aid of powerful lights, picking out the girls if they should have come to harm on the beach or at the foot of the cliffs. Mrs Minges, mother of eight-year-old Nat, is adamant, however, that her daughter would take fright if this form of rescue were attempted, and might infect the others with her panic. And memories of the lifeboat disaster are too strong in local memory to encourage such a venture.






















Author’s Note





At the time of the ‘Isle of Portland tragedy’, I was staying with friends near by; I was recovering from an illness and had time on my hands: hence the decision to make an attempt to reconstruct the strange happenings of the week-end of October 17, 1981. These happenings, which were that a violent death had taken place amongst a group of girls in West Dorset that week-end and that none of the participants (or spectactors – it was impossible to tell which was which) would give any coherent account of the subject, prompted me to try to obtain all relevant information on the group of girls, and to write an ‘imaginative reconstruction’ of events. The result is presented, very tentatively, in this book. Tentative it must remain: even if I have succeeded in compiling a rough sort of dossier on the girls and their actions (from a psychiatrist, a social worker, the girls’ own fragments of speech, notes and journals), it’s possible to say one can learn just as much from the family snaps, blurred and casual, handed in by distraught parents to the press. A part of the truth is here, I hope; and just as a photograph may remind one person of the subject and another person not at all, it must also be understood that a ‘real’ sequence of happenings, quite different from my reconstruction maybe, will possibly one day come to light.




 





Before beginning on the afternoon of the walk organised by Miss Stretherick on behalf of the Women’s Legion, we might do well to take a look at these photographs. Perhaps we can decipher from the faces of the girls what more sophisticated techniques cannot tell us. We have noted, too, the casual (yet frequently valuable) observations made about the girls by those who hardly knew them.




 





Bess Plantain is shown in a colour Polaroid snap taken the summer before these disastrous events. She is tall for her age – then twelve – and exceptionally good-looking, with long reddish-gold hair and a face (turned half to camera, as it is) that seems an intriguing mixture of arrogance and childish insecurity. Her eyes are bluish-green, and she has the beginnings of a woman’s figure, which is well accentuated by a white blouse, almost diaphanous and with a high ruffle of lace at the neck. According to one or two village dwellers, she ‘thinks too much of herself; according to others, she is ‘practical and always willing to help out’.




 





Bess’s younger sister Jane could be said to be her exact opposite. She is leggy and thin: we see her holding the reins of a pony; she stares impatiently at the camera as if she has little time for this kind of thing. Hair, bright, dark brown and slightly curly; face, sharp and angular, more developed than the face of her elder sister, and with a small, upward-tilting nose. Comments: ‘Jane’s a regular tomboy.’ ‘Never seen her in a skirt or dress.’ Jane also stutters – and quite badly. Comments on this showed embarrassment, and no observer could remember if the stutter had been there since infancy or if it had been recently acquired.




 





Mary and Mathilda Barton, eleven-year-old twin daughters of the maths and history master at Melplash Comprehensive, present an almost eerie picture, in the battered black and white snap dug out with difficulty by their father (the mother abandoned the family when they were under five years old, and it was evident that Mr Barton had been too busy in the intervening years to record the progress of his children). It is as if the shutter of the camera, when pressed, had somehow slipped, to produce the same image twice over, so identical are the twins in expression and stance. They are small, and would appear much less than eleven years of age if it were not for the slightly malevolent look imprinted on their faces. General colouring – hard to tell, but they seem mousy, as if hair, skin and eyes are all of one, rather worn pigment. Comments: ‘They keep themselves to themselves,’ ‘clever, but that’s the father in them,’ ‘keen to get on and show they can do better.’




 





Nat Minges, aged eight, is shown to us in the most perplexing picture of the group. A water-colour, not a photograph (her mother explained that she detests photography), gives a dreamy-looking child, extremely idealised – it is the work of the mother, and Nat is painted as a fairy, complete with gauzy wings and a cap of petals – in a woodland glade, with various symbols of her interests at her feet; ammonites, wild flowers, etc. She appears stranger in appearance in this picture than she is in fact, being a straightforward, pleasant-faced little girl with, it is true, a faraway look in her eyes. Comments: ‘Nat hasn’t been herself since she lost her father at sea.’ ‘That girl’s mother ought to have more sense than to fill her little head with all that fairy stuff.’ ‘If you meet Nat she’ll look straight through you, as if she’s looking at someone else.’




 





Melanie Ayres is available to us only in a group photograph, taken in July on the last day of term at St Jude’s. However hard we look, we can make out little more than a plump, freckled face (she is in the second row and the rest of her is hidden by the children in front). Glasses with thin black rims seem set into her face, suggesting she has deep-set eyes; hair is rough and frizzy, probably seldom brushed. I am particularly grateful therefore, in the light of this unrewarding picture, for the reports of the social worker responsible for Melanie at the time of the walk of October 17; and I feel these reports to be of more value than general comments forthcoming, which show unanimous dislike and distaste.




 





As this dossier builds up, I shall present the documents and ‘reconstruction’; it need only be said at present that the failure to produce a picture and caption for a girl who was indeed on the expedition and who played a major role in the calamitous events, is due to the fact that she was not among those reported missing to the police and press. She is Laurence Lelandes, daughter of the housekeeper at Forton Court (the home of Bess and Jane Plantain).


November 15, 1981






















One





THE FOG HAD come suddenly, taking the lane with its ruts of mud still dry before winter, blotting the tree in the tricorne of grass where the lane forks left away from Mapperton, coming down on the girls walking there with the quick oblivion of a white childhood night.




 





Bess had been the first to see it coming. She was the only one of the girls taller than the hedges: she was taller, even, than Miss Stretherick, the Walks Woman, who had gone off to the right in search of blackberries. She stopped, crossed in a jump from the hollow-rooted tree where the road divided, peered over a barricade of nettle and dead rose.


‘– I’m stuck!’ A voice by the tree.


‘Tull ’er out!’


‘Snakes!’




 





The fields, the hills, the long shallows of grass and the trees still dark green gave off a gas, a white vapour, as if the whole scene, painstakingly constructed from matchsticks and strips of turf, had been placed in a bottle, clear as glass one minute, and the next, filled with smoke. Beaminster, church and market-place and square houses, stood out against the sky until the fog came up the streets and took it away. Now, this side of the town, the fields were bottomless and the dark trees a charcoal smudge.




 





The girls, still dawdling, gathered by a tree, a circle formed and broke: Nat, the dreamer, caught unawares as always, in the middle. The twins leapt, Melanie heavily, unwillingly jumping with them, her spectacles falling, hair in an orange frizz against the fog. Jane, Bess’s sister, drawn in against her will, danced a moment and pulled back. Class Four of St Jude’s were coming up the lane. Already, without seeing over the hedge that shut them in a prison of straight lines and sky, they sensed that something had gone wrong with the walk.




 





‘– Where’s Miss? I want Miss!’


‘C’mon! Yer didn’t ’urt yerself!’




 





Some of the girls by the tree could read and others could not. The twins Mary and Mathilda, small eyes peering in thin faces, read out the placard on the tree. As they read, Nat stood accusing Melanie of pushing her under the hollow roots of the tree, of trying to kill her in this tree where, as the twins read aloud, villagers had collected at the time of the Great Plague to leave posies and say goodbye to their dead.


‘– Snakes – and spiders,’ said Nat.


‘– The Posy Tree,’ came the two voices above them. ‘That’s Ring a Roses. That’s scary. You got a ring o’ spots – here, see? – an’ you rubbed on the posy …’




 





Nat and Melanie fell to the hands of the twins, were hurled once more in a dance round the base of the tree. Class Four, distracted by a circle, broke into a run to join in. At six years old, few teeth between them, they bobbed like Hallowe’en pumpkins to the twins’ stiff pumping. 


‘Atishoo – atishoo.




 





Bess turned when the fog came up the hedge and seemed to wait there, although she knew that when it came over it would be sudden. She saw, in the impenetrable whiteness, the village on the flanks of the hills by Melplash where she lived with her parents; and she saw, in the same pricking out of characters in the smooth white, a stately vision of her school, Ferndale, porticoed, private, quite unlike the Melplash comprehensive where the twins’ father taught or the village school, container of Melanie and Bess’s younger sister Jane. The pillars and tennis courts vanished from the mind’s eye, taken over by the white sightlessness of fog. Bess turned – too late – to call for the Walks Woman, to see what should be done now. By the Posy Tree, still clear, the girls leapt, laughing. ‘Atishoo – atishoo – fall down dead!’




 





Bess ran where the lane forked right. The fog was coming up on the way the plague victims had been carried to a common grave below Beaminster. It wound round the trees, bringing the dank smell of trees already smothered further down. Branches stood out, beckoned, before disappearing.




 





The Walks Woman’s basket lay on the verge, ten feet in front of the advancing fog. A few small blackberries were in it and a stem of lords and ladies, a cluster of vermilion berries on a stout stalk. Now the last tree before the Posy Tree went into the shroud. By a low branch – it could be a nest of twigs – or, as the branch has already gone, it could be a head, walking away, Bess stops, picks up the basket and retreats, stepping backwards. She holds up the stem, as if the scarlet fruit could light the way out of the whiteness. The Walks Woman has gone, sucked down into the pestiferous air on the low road to Beaminster. Bess sees the placarded tree, vaguer now, and the leaping children.


‘All fall down!’




 





Along the lane … she has been on the walk too, but apart . . a black-haired girl, almost as tall … but the hedge has been swallowed by now and there is nothing to measure her by. She is still fifty feet away … a girl with black hair in a black raincoat … already, the fog stands between her and the tree.


‘Come on!’ Bess breaks the band of children, the dancing ring. For the first time, they see the fog. Nat cries out. Bess leading, the twins behind with identical frowns, the small and less small in a straggling run … down on the lane where it breaks off to the left, away from the fog. On this lane, which will come out in a couple of miles to high ground, to the rim of an Iron Camp and open grass before it dips to the sea, the girls run, with the girl in the black raincoat always a few feet behind.
















Two





ON THAT PART of the coast of Dorset, above Chesil Bank, there are green slopes, beyond them green hills like tilted hats, once terraced for vines or holding in the Roman soldier, and in them are lanes and byways that criss-cross and intersect in a labyrinth of contradictory lines. It wasn’t surprising, therefore, that the helicopter pilot, Mr Jimmy Carr, sent out to rescue a boy from a cliff at West Bay and returning (it was a false alarm) empty-handed, mistook the group of girls for a returning school – tall Bess the leader – a school returning to the village of Kingston Russell, where, at that juncture in the lane, they did appear to be heading.




 





The pilot gazed down at Bess with some appreciation. Her long red-gold hair was fiery; redder than the few leaves already turning – chestnut, beech – in the forests that lay as part of the enigmatic shading on the board below him. He thought he’d come down and take a closer look. The girls would go out of sight sometimes, when there were trees on either side of the lane: for a few seconds he lost them altogether – until he saw a bunch of six-year-olds emerge on to a field, slipping and screaming in the mud. There had been cows along the lane, and the pilot wondered that the girls should have chosen this route back to Kingston Russell. He started to come down low. The hedges, to please him, lowered too at this point and he caught sight of a girl in a black coat, bringing up the rear. Then the red-haired girl again, and this made him come even lower: she was walking along with her head held high, and small white breasts clearly visible under a high, ruffled, transparent blouse. But then she lifted her head and looked up at him. She almost slipped. The mud was terrible.




 





Trying to recall the order of the procession, Mr Carr said two girls, with that immediate recognisable quality of twins, walked ahead of the black-haired girl, holding hands. The screaming six-year-olds were pulled back in from the field by a girl of eight or nine, bossy-looking. (When interviewed afterwards, the pilot said he couldn’t remember for the life of him whether or not she wore glasses.) One girl was crying – extravagantly crying, and tugging at the sleeve of the red-haired girl of twelve or thirteen. He picked up distress. In the faces of the class of young ones he saw panic and fatigue. There was one small one – looked as if she were walking in her sleep – right up on the verge so that her ankle kept turning, and her head on one side. Only the girl in the black coat – and she must have been about twelve too, but one of those mysterious shut-in girls – seemed composed. It wasn’t as if she knew where she was going to. It was more as if she were obeying some orders, going where she thought she had to go …




 





It wasn’t, the pilot said, anything so much as the mixture of that girl’s black, inward look, and the obvious agitation on the part of the others, that made him veer away for a fatal minute, rise a couple of hundred feet, and come face to face with the fog. He later admitted that he had not behaved with courage. But the white unexpectedness, the picture which, like Bess, he had been seeing in his mind’s eye of the wooded hills down to Beaminster, the roofs of Melplash, the formed red brick of Parnham and the grey courtyard of Ferndale School, just going like that as if hit by a bomb of exploding vapour, caused him to rise even more steeply and go off towards the coast. By the time he’d circled, the girls had disappeared. There were other covered lanes, and he assured himself they had taken one, down to Kingston Russell. The fog wouldn’t catch up with them. That was the strange thing: it seemed to have stopped, to hang like a white arras by that tree he’d often used as a guiding point – the tree with the words on a board, pinned to the bark.




 





And the sea is blue, as if summer had decided to lie late in the coves and shingle beds. Comforting, a blue quilt … the girls can come to no real harm. The pilot can’t see them, as he makes his desultory search before flying down to Dorchester.




 





When the rushing sound goes, the girls take some time before they can be persuaded to go on down the lane. They can hear their hearts beating. With the roar and churning gone, they feel the absence of real birds. They see birds drowned in fog, like seagulls drowned in a sea that comes up suddenly to the top of the world. Only Melanie slipping on a beech nut and coming down hard breaks the quiet. ‘Hey – Melanie – look at yer dress – what’ll yer Mum say?’




 





The trees are high and growing all the time darker, the minds of the children are choked with the trees, which are so many they can’t be counted, are too high to lean over to kiss goodnight, are as lost as the children, thrown down in a part of the map shaded evil. The fingers of the trees cling to the banks of fallen earth, rotting leaves, knuckles strain to open the oven door and push you in.




 





Lost. But lost is pushed out of the home, the stepmother pulls off her mother’s mask, the wolf lets fall its grin. Leave me, says the mother, go away from me, I can’t feed you, I don’t want you, go out in the forest and drop your bread, but you will be the ones to be eaten.




 





In every child the dark knowledge of the mother grows, with the trees, blacker as they reach the sky, round fists of black twigs reaching up into the sky, black heads despising, turning away.




 





The forest is in me, says the mother. The wolf is in me, to eat your bread and tear you to shreds. Go to the house with the roof of sugared almonds, look in the windows and nibble at the caramel shutters – see the dear old woman who will fatten you up behind bars. Go out in the world, you’ll find it’s not so sweet, my dears.




 





Lost. The children have nothing to scatter behind them. They stop – they turn – it can’t be too late to go back.




 





They see the face of the witch behind them. She walks behind them but she leads. She knows where they’re going – to their peril, to their end, in the sweet-gabled house in the trees.




 





The children run ahead, crying, screaming, in a lane so thickly wooded the fog hasn’t yet crept into the kitchen, up to the oven door. They run under tall trees, fall in a tangle of roots, cling on to branches as sticky as rock. Laurie, the dark girl who appeared to them in their panic of Lost as the stepmother, the witch, the wicked dark one, is left behind once more, to walk alone in the path that will soon lead out on to hill.
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