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FOREWORD


Hold a legend to the light, shake it about and peer into its depths. You will see that it contains – or seems to contain – something turning slowly in the darkness: a grain of truth. The legend might be about a person who really lived: a queen, an outlaw, an acrobat, a saint. It might be rooted in a real landscape or place – a castle or cavern, a clifftop or coastline. Someone has asked themselves: who lived in this ruined palace? What lies under this hill? Who brought these standing stones here, and why? In answer, a legend is born.


Wherever people go, they carry stories. Sailors’ salty tales wound their way inland from harbour taverns, speaking of wrecks and monsters, ghost ships and cities of gold beyond the map’s edge. Travellers talked of statues sinking beneath the desert sands, of a town that lost its children or a king who hid in a cupboard. If a lord was cruel, a neighbour strange or a counsellor wise, whispers would follow them. Translated by legend, they become heroes and villains, magicians and outlaws, witches and warriors.


A legend is a tapestry, stitched together by the tongues of many tellers. Mysterious, terrible or wonderful things happen, and the stories about them – the really good ones, that is – are handed down through the centuries. They reach new audiences each time they are spun by firesides, in songs, films, books and children’s games – with each teller adding a twist of their own. Maybe Maid Marian was the brains of the operation? What did the Pied Piper’s wife think of his antics? Are we all quite sure there isn’t a panther prowling the moors?


Once upon a time, the beasts of legend were thought to soar and swim and stalk upon the earth. When colossal bones were unearthed, people breathed stories of dragons coiled upon their treasure hoards. Legends of selkies and sea monsters half sighted through sea spray sailed all over the world. Stories about the Himalayan Yeti were so widely believed that in 1959 the American government issued instructions to explorers about how to behave if they encountered one. (If you find yourself in this situation, photograph rather than kill the creature, and be sure to liaise with the Tibetan government to avoid diplomatic difficulties.) As recently as 2023, scientists descended on Loch Ness with high-tech sonar equipment to search for its elusive monster. It matters not a jot that they didn’t find it, because the stories keep coming. I’ve spent more time with mermaids and dragons in my imagination than with, say, leopards or vultures. Legends tell us things about the world and about ourselves. They have deep roots and lasting power.


I hope you will relish these journeys through legendary landscapes, in the company of warrior queens and wicked kings, valiant rebels and weathered travellers, dastardly pirates and crafty enchanters. There is always room in an old story for you to climb inside. Make yourself at home – and feel every bit as free as these poets have done to rearrange the furniture if you like.


Ana Sampson









I MET A TRAVELLER FROM AN ANTIQUE LAND: QUESTS AND VOYAGES
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Set sail or saddle up, for here are sea-songs and travellers’ tales. Some of the best stories come from far, far away.










THE WANDERING SONG


A singer goes all over the world


impassioned or bored


In a little train or a white train


by the gulls or through the grain


A singer walks into wars and peaces


into civil wars, trench wars, trade wars


through discord or concord


a singer goes to all these places


A poet moves in the world


On the ridge spine of the elephant


into the narrows of the Hellespont


On a palanquin, in gemmy silks


she crosses glaciers in the Alps


On a cloud backed and glinting jet


into Buddhist and bright Tibet


In a car into St Lucia


On a dark train through Galicia


Over the pampas and the flats


on American colts


She goes by river in a canoe


or props herself in the banging prow


of a pelagic freighter


or she simply rides an escalator


She brings her nose to archipelagoes


And carts her ears into Tangiers


On a dromedary across the sands


by jiggling boats, she visits lands


She goes to the tundra’s edge


on an expeditious sledge


And far from the equator’s flora


she thrills to the boreal aurora


The singer strolls through hissing crops


across the rows and by the cows


She enters her London on a bus


her Jerusalem on an ass


She goes with mailbags and pouches of the State


to open doors to eternal things


To salve the sores of human beings


is why she sings.


Rubén Darío
Translated by Gabriel Gudding
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In the land of hot moonlight


the bathing beaches come alive at midnight.


You can tell the famous and rich by their silvery tans


which glow ever so slightly in the dark


so at all the best parties there’s a moment when the lights go out


and you, only you, seem to vanish completely.
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In the land of migratory words


we glance up, come the season, at telegraph wires


of syllables in edgy silhouette against a moving sky


like code, unscrambling. Any day now they’ll fall into place


and be uttered. Then the mute months. The streets


without names. The telephone that only burrs.


Philip Gross
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A Mappa Mundi is a medieval map of the world.










GALAHAD THE GOOD


Galahad, galloper,


son of Sir Lancelot,


best of the champions of


Camelot’s court –


how do you come to be


riding so late through a


forest, so far from a


sheltering port?
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My name, as you know, is Sir Galahad. I


am the subject of many a tale.


By choice, I pursue an impractical aim:


to find the Holy Grail.


Galahad, silver-sword,
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In the land of mutual rivers,

it is all a conversation: one flows uphill, one flows down.

Each ends in a bottomless lake which feeds the other to investigate, but we haven’t heard yet. When we

and the boatmen who sail up, down, round and round Al catch up with them, we might not know.
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never age, growing half a day older, half a day younger

every time . . . as long as they never step on land.

In the land of sounds you can see

we watch the radio, read each other’s lips, dread

In the land of always autumn (R those audible nightfalls. We pick through the gloom

people build their houses out of fallen leaves with one-word candles home . . . however .. . only . .. soon . ..
and smoke, stitched together with spiders’ webs. | while pairs of lovers hold each other, speechless,
At night they glow like parchment lanterns and the voices under the O of a full black moon.
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