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  About the Book


  There are few people better acquainted with the West Country than Johnny Kingdom. His knowledge of local wildlife is second to none, but he’s also a fount of knowledge when it comes to all the old stories that get passed down from generation to generation. West Country Tales is a charming collection of these local myths and legends, interwoven with many more anecdotes from Johnny himself and his forbears and friends.


  The atmospheric West Country landscape lends itself perfectly to dramatic tales of eerie hauntings and ghostly happenings, daring smugglers and dashing highwaymen, and many have heard of – or might even have seen – the modern-day legend that is the Beast of Exmoor. But what about the Flying Fish of Exmoor, a slippery catch of Johnny’s that sailed up and over a bridge into the back seat of a passing open-top car, never to be seen again?


  Gently humorous and wonderfully evocative, it’s only a matter of time before some of Johnny’s own tales weave their way into West Country lore.
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  I’d like to dedicate this book to my two sons,


  Stuart and Craig, my grandson, Harry,


  and my great-grandson, Spike,


  who are very special to us.
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  Owls and Goblins


  YESTERDAY I WENT OVER TO THE OTHER SIDE OF EXMOOR TO VISIT Aunt Ada. She’s ninety-seven now and still bright as a spark. Now every time I come along to see her in the residential home, the pretty nurse there always brings out the tea things. She knows my auntie and me are fond of a cuppa so we get one straightaway.


  The first time I came to see her there, a few years back, the tea came, Aunt Ada took a sip and made a face. I asked what was wrong. She wrinkled her nose. ‘This tea tastes like gnat’s water,’ she said.


  I had a swallow then nodded my head. ‘Like pee, right?’ I agreed.


  She drew herself up and looked me in the eye. ‘No,’ she said, correcting me with a fierce stare, ‘like gnat’s water.’


  Ever since that time, whenever I come visit, she says the same thing: ‘This tea tastes like gnat’s water.’


  Each time I answer, ‘Like pee, right?’ and she gives me that same old indignant look. ‘No. Like gnat’s water.’


  Well, this time we went through it all again, though the tea tasted just fine to me, like it always does. To Aunt Ada, too, for she drank the lot, as she always does. And when she’d finished, she started telling me one of her stories again, the old stories she’d been telling for years. Some were true stories of the old days, and some were myths and legends from the West Country, tales that had been told to her by her own parents and grandparents.


  This one story was about the goblins that used to terrify the workers down the tin mines on Dartmoor, a long time ago. Tin mining began on Dartmoor as early as pre-Roman times and didn’t stop until the twentieth century. Because it was fairly easy to mine the tin at first, underground work didn’t start until the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and it’s in these underground mines that the legend comes from, I reckon. Those old miners, down there in the dark where it must have been scary as hell, used to hear strange sounds, noises, that they called ‘the knockers’. I guess that’s because the sounds were like someone knocking on wood or some such. They were thought to be made by goblins that were rarely seen, but always heard. Sometimes they were good, sometimes bad. When they were in a kind-hearted mood, they helped the miners no end. They’d give a few knocks to guide the men, often to warn them of a danger ahead. Or they’d guide the miners to a rich seam so that they knew where to dig.


  Now this happened only if, for some reason, the goblins happened to like particular miners. Some men considered themselves well favoured by these goblins, particularly if they kept avoiding danger or had lucky digs.


  But, oh my, when the goblins were in a bad mood, or if they took against any of the miners, they were horrid. They’d steal candles so that the poor miners would be left in the dark. Or they would hide away picks and other equipment. Sometimes it seemed they were being plain mischievous, at other times just plain nasty, like breaking the pick instead of hiding it. On those days, when the men feared that those unseen creatures were in a sulk about something, they did their work in fearful silence, let me tell you.


  ‘But y’know, Johnny,’ Aunt Ada said as she wound down her story, ‘those miners, if they were clever, could always get the knockers on their side. It’s like us ordinary folk, ain’t it? If you want someone on your side, you just got to be nice to ’em. And they’ll be nice back, most likely.’


  And that was what some of the miners did. Left out a bit of pasty for those goblins every day, or maybe even a drop of cider in the bottom of a cup. And from then on, those men would hope the knockers would look kindly on them, and guide them out of danger in those difficult underground places.


  *


  I listened to Aunt Ada, like I always did, and loved hearing those stories all over again. They were part of our history, if you know what I mean. But when the visit was over and I got back into my jeep, I got to thinking. Aunt Ada is nearly a hundred now, and the last of those old girls, my gran’s daughters. How many more times would I hear her stories?


  And, for that matter, how long would I be around, to tell of Aunt Ada, and of others, of the wonderful people I’ve known, and the tales they had to tell. I’m seventy-one now, and I hope God will give me some more good years. But after I go, who will tell of the family and friends, of their way of life now gone, of their stories?


  I thought about this all the way home. That evening, Julie, my wife, saw I was brooding. Now Julie and me, we’ve been married well over forty years, nearer fifty as a matter of fact, so she knows me well enough, I’d say. So I told her what was troubling me. ‘Johnny,’ she said when I’d finished, ‘you should write it all down. Get it into a book, those old stories. Keep them alive, for our kids and grandkids, and anyone else who might be interested.’


  So that’s how it started.


  The day after my visit to Aunt Ida, the rain came down in bucketloads. I had intended to take my camera out to try to get a photo of the cuckoo, something I’d not yet done. I’ve taken photos of every kind of wildlife up here on Exmoor, but I’ve never got one of the cuckoo.


  But the wind was blowing the heavy old branches in the trees, and the rain was so torrential you couldn’t see your hand in front of your face. Looked more like November than April. My chances of spotting the cuckoo were not too good.


  Besides, I was still thinking of Aunt Ada. And then her sister, who was my mum; and their mum, my grandma. All of them gone now, and only Aunt Ada left.


  Julie came into my tiny office in the back of the house. It’s full of my books and DVDs and photos I’ve taken, as well as several pairs of red stag antlers and a stuffed falcon someone gave me that looks real enough to scare the bejesus out of anyone stumbling into it in the dark. I was sitting there, staring outside at the rain. Still thinking, still brooding.


  Julie asked if she should make a pot of tea, and I started to nod. But, instead, suddenly I jumped up and grabbed her hand. ‘Come on, get on some waterproofs and your boots. We’re going out.’


  She asked where to, and I had to admit I wasn’t sure, not then. But something was driving me. It was as if all the old folk who were gone now, folk I knew and loved, were clamouring around in my head shouting to be heard. To tell their old stories.


  They were like ghosts, haunting me.


  By the time Julie had got into the jeep and I had started the motor, I knew where I was going.


  ‘Home,’ I said. ‘I’m going home.’


  It wasn’t far. Just a few miles along the Bray Valley on the edge of Exmoor, before cutting up the hill to High Bray, the village where I was born. Not far, but a lifetime away.


  It’s a beautiful valley, even on a day like that, the rain torrential, the wind howling like a hound dog. Woodland for miles, following the River Bray around the curves of the hills. Normally, in April it’s an idyllic sight, the river all peaceful and lovely, the sun shining on it, the trees starting to get ready to burst out in green. Many a day and night I’ve poached salmon and trout from that river, though not for many years, only when I was young and when it was the only way to feed the family.


  Today, though, the river was roaring over its banks, flooding the grassy fields of the valleys, swirling like hell around the old oak and beech and ash trees. ‘I don’t recall ever seeing it so high,’ Julie said, and I had to agree with her. Quite a sight, it was.


  I drove on through the rain and we passed the quarry where I used to work as a young man, and the hill I used to walk down on my way to work. I turned the jeep on to a narrow road going up to Brayford, the little village before mine. Here was the shop where we used to nick sweets and soft drinks and, later, when we were older, cider off the old couple who ran it. All us kids did it then, mind, only no one likes to admit it now that we’re grown and have families of our own. But times were hard then; it was right after the war, food was still scarce. I don’t mind talking about it because it was a long time ago. I was a terror then, but so were all my mates. That’s the way it was then.


  I drove the jeep slowly out of Brayford, up the hill to High Bray, or Bray Town, as we called it. The rain was still driving down and I was talking up a storm as well, the windows wide open so I could point out things to Julie. ‘Over there, see? Well I never, the old telephone box is still there.’ I started laughing so hard I stalled the car. ‘I got fond memories of that phone box,’ I said when I got going again. ‘I used to kiss the girls in there.’


  Julie didn’t look too impressed, so I took her hand, keeping one on the steering wheel. ‘Don’t worry, darling. That was before I met you, for sure.’


  ‘Johnny, all I’m worried about right now is catching my death in this wet and cold – shut the windows before I’m soaked to my skin,’ she replied.


  I noticed then that the rain was driving in on her so I shut the windows quick and put on some heat as we drove out of Brayford and up to Bray Town.


  It’s only a small place, not even a pub or a shop, never was, even all those years ago. ‘Look, Julie, there’s where my gran lived. Aunt Ada’s mum, as well as my mum’s mum. I loved my old gran and that’s a fact.’ I grew pensive for a moment, thinking of her. I spent a lot of time in that house with my gran.


  Julie put her hand on my knee and gave it a pat. ‘I know you did, Johnny.’ She smiled at me. She’s heard all this before, but she always listens again. It’s only one of the many reasons I love her so much.


  I kept thinking of my grandma, and how it was when she died. She was all laid out upstairs on the bed and I was brought up to have a look at her, to say goodbye, as was done in those days. Around her head and tied under her chin was a white band with a button on top, and in front of her feet were two concrete blocks. I said to my dad, ‘What’s all that for?’


  ‘The band around her head is to keep her mouth from flopping open,’ he told me, ‘and the concrete is to keep her feet so they stay up, don’t fall down.’


  ‘Why does that matter?’ I asked him. ‘Keeping her feet straight?’


  ‘T’would add another foot to the coffin, boy, if they weren’t up. You got to think of these things, y’know.’


  Things were certainly done different in those days.


  Julie and I stayed in the jeep for some time, me gazing at my gran’s old home, remembering. She had a huge open fireplace, with kettles and pots and pokers and all sorts of metal objects hanging up in there. It wasn’t just for warmth, that fire. It was the hub of the house.


  My uncle, who is quite a character and has many good tales, likes to tell of how he used to keep the fire alight when he was a lad. It had to keep going night and day some weeks, to keep the damp out, dry the clothes, boil the kettle. It was his job to make sure it didn’t go out yet didn’t flare up too much and burn all our wood too quickly. So the way he did it was to always have what he called a back stick, which was a log placed at the back of the fireplace. This kept the fire in its place, as he used to say.


  Well, one time he went out into the woods looking for the perfect back stick, as it was a period of cold winds and rain so there was lots of sodden clothes to dry out. ‘I got a back stick like a small bledy tree,’ he told us. ‘And you know, that log simmered day and night for fourteen days.’ He shook his head in awe. ‘Fourteen days,’ he repeated, ‘that log burned.’ Us kids listening to this story clucked and chuckled in wonder too, but we were waiting for the next part of it – the best bit.


  My uncle went on, a twinkle in his eye: ‘At the end of fourteen days and fourteen nights, the log finally stopped burning. And you know what happened then?’


  No matter how many times we’d heard this tale, we shook our heads.


  ‘A flippin’ flapping tawny owl flew out!’ he cried.


  We hooted. We loved this story. ‘Yep, that’s what happened there in Gran’s house, right in that fireplace, boys. After fourteen days hid away, no doubt scared as shit, that tawny owl survived and flew out at us, soon as that log stopped burning. The owl was still flying and flapping about so we let it out, and it’s probably perched right in that tree outside the window, recalling its adventure and telling it to its grandchildren.’


  Telling of that tawny owl reminds me of many of the old stories, the sayings about that night bird. Hearing the screech of an owl was always a bad sign. Someone was going to die, maybe, or something nasty was going to happen. You can understand why, I suppose, if on a dark night you heard the noises they can make. They sound fearsome, and look fearsome too, swooping down through a black sky with those great wings and those two tufts of feathers on their heads like the devil’s horns.


  There’s an old story I heard about a farmer who went out to his fields one day to find one of his workers there dressed in a black suit instead of his work clothes. Knowing the worker’s missus was gravely ill, the farmer gave the worker his condolences, thinking she’d passed away and the man was off to her funeral. ‘Oh, she ain’t dead yet,’ the farm worker said, ‘but I heard the owl screeching last night so she’ll be gone by nightfall.’


  The many myths there are about owls are not just from the West Country. In fact, I believe the one about owls’ eggs being a cure for drunkenness is fairly widespread. And it seems that, long ago, young children were given raw or hard-boiled owl’s eggs to eat in the hope they’d stop them from imbibing too much of that old beer or cider when they got grown. I bet the pub owners in those days weren’t too fond of owls!


  One tale really makes me laugh, though. It was said that you can get an owl to strangle itself if you go round and round a tree where the bird is perched. The owl will follow you with its big wide eyes until it wrings his own neck and his head falls off. Of course, an owl can’t turn his head around in a complete circle, but it must have looked like that to lots of people, because it can turn its head quite far around, and fast too.


  Owls also have the reputation of being wise. It’s either one thing or the other in the stories – they’re either creatures of doom and bad news, or wise old birds. I’ve heard tell that, in our part of the world, it has always been believed that owls are omens of evil because that’s what the Romans thought, and so that’s where our beliefs about the bird come from. But the Greeks, on the other hand, believed the owl was good and wise. So I guess if they had come over to England instead of the Romans, we’d have thought it a good omen instead of a bad one when that old bird hooted!


  Barn owls can look particularly spooky, white like spirits. The way they dive down on their prey, silent and glider-like, can only have added to the superstitions that they were the bringers of death. They used to be called ghost owls because of their white faces and great white wings. You can see why folk in olden times were frightened of them, if they met them suddenly on a dark night. They’ve been with us a long time. Fossil records date back two million years, would you believe. Unfortunately, between the 1950s and the 1980s, the population of barn owls dropped 70 per cent, down to only four thousand pairs. But I believe the numbers are on the rise now, thanks to conservation groups and other like-minded people. It would be a sad thing if the barn owl disappeared altogether. I’m hopeful that it never will.


  CHAPTER 2
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  Church Bells and Bats


  AFTER LOOKING ABOUT THE HOUSE WHERE I WAS BORN, THE LAST in a row of cottages on the square, and reminiscing about my dad’s garden – he was a grand gardener, and won prizes for his produce – Julie and I poked about the sheds behind the house, where the toilets used to be. The toilets weren’t there now, of course, but the sheds were filled with old tyres and whatnot.


  ‘I wonder who lives here now,’ Julie said. ‘Maybe we shouldn’t be plodding about in their back garden.’


  But no one was around; no one bothered us. I stood looking at where Dad’s garden had been, now a wasted bit of ground, and thought how sad he would be, being so proud of his garden. But the view across the Bray Valley was as grand as it had ever been, the fields starting to green up after the long winter, the rainclouds rolling across the sky above just as I remembered. It looked the same as it did over seventy years ago when I first laid eyes on it.


  After the house and garden, Julie and I went to the church, which is right opposite the house where I was born. This was where I first started work with my dad as a gravedigger. I buried many folk here, including my own parents, who are there now. I dug many a grave in this very churchyard, stood around for hours watching folk bury their dead.


  I remember how us gravediggers used to hate the Methodist funerals. We’d hide ourselves discreetly behind a tree or a beech hedgerow, waiting for the prayers and suchlike to be over so we could finish our jobs. The Church of England lot, they were fine, no problem. The vicar would briskly say a prayer or two and the mourners would say their goodbyes to their loved ones not exactly in a rush, but not lingering a moment more than necessary either. They were eager to get to the wake and a drink or two. But the Methodists – well, they did go on. The pastor would pray for hours, it seemed, and when he finished it wasn’t over. Oh no, not a bit of it. No one would move! Not for ages. They hung about, peering down into the grave, talking sombre-like in hushed voices, keeping us poor gravediggers hanging about for hours when all we wanted was to fill in the graves and get on home to a hot dinner and maybe a well-earned drop of cider. But no, those Methodists weren’t in any hurry to leave. Maybe their wakes were a dreary affair, nothing but a cup of weak tea and a dry biscuit. Who knows?


  I only know how the gravediggers felt, and I tell you this, when I go to a funeral I get away from the churchyard as soon as I can, out of respect to the men who have to finish the job.


  The rain was getting worse, if that was possible, so Julie and I ran into the church. God knows, it was good to be back there in that place. I used to sing in the choir when I was a boy. I’ve always been a believer, despite my wild youth. I got up to a lot of mischief, but I know God is forgiving and I never have lost my faith.


  But I have to admit that we did get up to some mischief in the church. In those days, all the men wore hats and, before going into the church, they took them off and hung them on a bunch of pegs on the wall of the church porch. Each man had his own peg. One Sunday, me and some of the other choir boys sneaked out during the service and changed the hats around. When the men came out, they automatically grabbed the hat from their own peg, not realizing the hats had been switched. I can tell you there was a lot of swearing and cursing going on in the churchyard when they started to realize they had the wrong hats on!


  Julie hadn’t heard that story, and had a right laugh when I told her. ‘There was one man there, Ned Walker, what a sod he was. He couldn’t see the fun of it, went about trying to find us choir boys to thrash the living daylights out of us. I tell you, we ran the he— Whoops!’ I stopped and put my hand over my mouth.


  ‘What’s the matter?’ Julie asked.


  ‘I shouldn’t be swearing in church. It reminds me of that story about the ghost bells coming out of the sea, down Cornwall way.’


  ‘What bells?’


  ‘Church bells, just like those in this here church. The story goes that, long ago, some bells were being brought by ship to go in this village church by the sea. But on the way the captain of that ship started swearing about something, and the ship went down into the rough sea. Those bells can be heard on a rough and stormy night to this day.’


  Julie was smiling. ‘It’s a good story. That captain must have had some good swear words on him.’


  ‘Yeah, but now I think on it, maybe God doesn’t mind the word “hell”. So, as I was saying, us boys ran the hell out of there, let me tell you. But we ran away sniggering all the same.’


  Back out in the porch of the church, I started having a peep behind the notice boards hung up on the stone walls. ‘What’re you looking for?’ Julie wanted to know.


  ‘When I was a choir boy, I used to look behind these things every Sunday. Used to be bats there. Like as not, still are. Bats love hidey-holes like this.’


  No bats this time, though. Like I did in the old days, I looked into every crack and crevice, each tiny hole in that porch, but there was nothing there, only ancient cobwebs. But the ghost of my young self was there, believe me, poking about looking for bats, interested in wildlife even then, before I had a clue what life would bring about for me.


  Though I like bats, not everyone does. According to all the old superstitions about them, they weren’t too well liked at all. I suppose it’s because, like the owl, they’re nocturnal. Long ago, people were wary of the dark, if not downright frightened of it. All sorts of mysterious things were said to happen in the dark, and not only do bats come out at night but they look like some creature that’s half bird, half mammal, with a furry body and bald leathery wings but a face that’s almost human.


  Bats were also associated with witches and Hallowe’en and suchlike. And women were afraid of bats because it was said they got tangled up in a woman’s hair if she got too close. I’ve never known that to happen, but I can see how folk believed it. If a bat can’t see where it’s going, well, it could get tangled up any old place, can’t it!


  I did hear a spooky tale of a woman who hid under her kitchen table when a bat swooped into the room through an open window. She was so terrified she wouldn’t get out until the bat flew off. Unluckily for her, the bat stuck around, flapping about looking for the way out and ending up hanging from the curtain rail. Now this was many years ago and the woman lived alone. There was no such thing as telephones and suchlike then. The story goes that she stayed there for five days and five nights, and so did the bat, each wanting the other to get the hell out of there. But here’s the strange thing – the bat finally had enough. He flew down right under that kitchen table and, sure enough, got tangled in her hair just like in the old stories. The woman nearly died of fright, but because the bat was a magic one, it turned her into a witch. Instead of being afraid of the bat, she now saw it as her friend and very carefully disentangled the creature from her long, dark hair.


  After that, when folk came to her cottage, they noticed a whole family of bats living inside the kitchen. At first they didn’t think much of it, for she’d always been a strange sort. But then, after a time, they noticed that, every week, there were more and more bats. And, at the same time, travellers coming through the village began to disappear. Oh my, did that put the fear of God up the good people! They put two and two together and figured the witch was changing the missing travellers into bats.


  After that, not a soul came near that cottage again. And for years and years, the villagers told their children that if they roamed too far from home, and went too near the old woman’s cottage, the witch would turn them into bats.


  The rain had settled into one of those heavy drizzles and fog so beloved of these Exmoor hills as we left the church. Heading back to the jeep, I remembered all those graves I dug in weather like this, and worse, too – snow and hail, freezing cold as well as killing rain.


  There are many tales of strange things happening in churchyards. An old man I know who used to live up Dorset way told me of a village church there that was haunted by a teenage boy who’d been found dead there in the early 1700s. He was known to have had fits and everyone thought his death was brought on by those, so he was buried straightaway without an inquest.


  The thing is, that poor lad had been strangled, and no one knew, so the killer had got away with it. As you can imagine, his ghost was bloody unhappy. One day, this boy’s mates were out playing around the churchyard when they heard strange noises coming from somewhere amongst the graves. They followed the sounds until, suddenly, the ghost of the dead lad was standing in front of them, pointing to his grave! They turned and ran like hell, straight to the magistrate’s house. They were convinced the ghost had been trying to tell them something and, luckily, they were listened to, for the body was exhumed and examined and they realized it was a murder, not a natural death.


  According to the story, the murderer was never found, but the boy’s ghost must have been a little bit eased, for he never appeared again. But they say his strange cries can still be heard sometimes in the church.


  I told Julie this story as we drove home, glad to get out of the rain and at the thought of having a hot drink and a bit of warming food. When we’d got home and were dry and cosy again, I said, ‘I keep thinking of all those old stories, you know. The people who passed them down, year after year. All the ones folk have told me over time, the ones I heard when I was a boy. Some true stories, and the others, too – all those myths and legends that have come out of the West Country. So many.’


  Julie nodded. We spent the rest of the evening talking and laughing about the things we used to do, and the tales we used to tell. It was a good evening, and made me more determined than ever to get all these stories down.


  CHAPTER 3
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  An Old Horse and Cart


  THE RAIN CLEARED AT LAST, AND A GOOD THING TOO, FOR IT WAS already mid-afternoon. Time to get my camera, forget about stories for the minute and concentrate on the wildlife, for after all that’s my job, taking photos, making films of Exmoor.


  So I kissed Julie, grabbed my stuff and set off in the jeep to our land, the 52 acres on Exmoor I was able to buy when my television series for the BBC took off. That’s where I love to be, sat there in the hide waiting for a red deer or a badger to appear.


  And that’s just what I did. It wasn’t until the next day that I started thinking about the old stories again. I’d been thinking about change, about how the old ways of living have mostly disappeared. I know that’s the way things are, how they’ve got to be, and I know too that some of the changes are for the good. Life was tough when I was a lad, bloody tough, and I like to think it’s a bit easier for youngsters today, that maybe life isn’t so tough that they’ve got to poach for food.


  But not all the changes are good. I love Exmoor, it’s where I live and work, and where I’ve always gone when I’m in a spot of bother, need to think, unwind. It soothes me, the wildness of it, the beauty of the land. But the other day, when I was up to Anstey Common, I found an empty bottle of whiskey and a half-dozen empty beer cans lying about.


  I couldn’t believe my eyes, seeing that. Anstey Common is on Exmoor, in a fairly isolated spot. It’s remote and out of the way of most day trippers and suchlike. Anstey Common is at the top of a deep valley with a woodland of old withy, scrub oak and silver birch. Up on the common it’s a grand view; you can look all around you to see rolling hills, green fields and valleys one way, rough uncultivated ground in another direction. I’ve been going up to Anstey Common for years, and I was there that day with my camera hoping to get a shot of the cuckoo. I’d heard it there only a few days back, calling out in the early morning, the moor quiet except for that cuckoo, and not a soul out amongst the yellow gorse and colm grass but me. Though late April, there’d been a frost in the night, but the day was warming up nicely, the sun shining its head off on the leafless silver birch, the hawthorn, the beech along the hedgerows. All about to come out in bloom, any day now.


  Today would be the day, I could feel it in my bones, when I’d get my photo of that cuckoo, I thought as I got out of my jeep and started to walk across the rough mossy grass of the common.


  That’s when I saw those bloody beer cans. Scattered all over the ground. And the empty whiskey bottle, tossed into the heather.


  Now, as anyone who knows me will tell you, I’ve nothing against having a drop or two; and in my youth I could drink anyone under the table. But even in my wildest moments I didn’t throw my empty cider bottles all over the countryside. I grew up with respect for the land, for it provided our food, our livelihood and a place to live, to roam, to enjoy. Those tossed beer cans, that whiskey bottle thrown carelessly away on the moor, showed disrespect for Exmoor and all the folk who live on it and love it.


  It’s a bit like those who come to live here and then want to change it. Like those I know who complain because the cock crowing next door disturbs their sleep or the smell of good honest dung makes them ill. I’d welcome anyone to come and live here, as long as they understand where they’re coming to and don’t try to change our ways.


  ‘That’s the sort of changes we don’t bloody need,’ I said out loud, thinking about these things after I’d gone home.


  Julie had come into my cluttered but cosy office, where I was sorting out some of my photographs. ‘What changes?’ she asked.


  ‘You know the sort. Litter all over Exmoor. Post offices closing. Village shops going fast. New people fussing over the stuff that makes the countryside what it is, like moaning if the sheep baa too loud at night.’


  ‘Or roaring through the centre of town at double the speed limit.’ Julie shook her head. There’d been a spot of trouble over reckless driving lately.


  I said, ‘Julie, now that’s nothing new.’


  ‘What d’you mean?’


  ‘Well, crazy driving and all. Remember your grandfather?’


  She began to laugh, and so did I, thinking of her grandfather William. ‘Now there’s one of the old stories for you, Johnny,’ she said.


  I knew exactly which story she meant. William and his horse and cart, how he drove his eight kids around in it everywhere.


  Julie’s grandfather was a fine old man but, oh my, he had a mind of his own. They lived out in the country and went everywhere on the rickety old cart he had, pulled by his solid, slow, old brown cart horse.


  On stormy days when the children would have got a right soaking if they’d have walked to school – it was a good few miles to the village school – William got them into that old cart of his to drive them in. And, on market days, he drove all his kids into town so that they could run about and see their friends. It was a big day out, market day.


  The one time he got stopped by the police, though, he had only four of his youngsters riding in the cart as they were on their way home from market day. Now, like many of the local men, William liked a drop of cider every now and again, and even home-brewed his own. That day had been a fine market day, and a whole lot of cider had been drunk by a great many of the men, William being no exception.


  The local policeman spotted him weaving up and down the one main street of the town and called out for him to stop at once. ‘William,’ he hollered as he grabbed the horse’s reins and hung on tight to stop William from moving on, ‘I can tell you’ve been drinking. Your driving is all over the place.’


  Now that William, the cider was making him sway side to side on his perch on the front of the cart, but he straightened his shoulders quick as a flash and did his utmost to sit steady on his seat. ‘Well now, Martin,’ he said, enunciating every word as clear as he could, ‘I may have had a pint or two, I have to admit.’ Unfortunately for him, he couldn’t help slurring the last few words, and the cider on his breath was so darn powerful it nearly knocked the policeman over.


  Martin the policeman was now all business, despite having known William for years. He put on his sternest voice. ‘You shouldn’t even be on that cart and, worse, you shouldn’t be driving the children around in it, in your state. I’m ordering you to get them out of it right now.’


  William couldn’t have been more penitent. He hung his head, looking abject and shameful and so contrite you’d think he’d learned his lesson once and for all. The children in the cart stared wide-eyed at the constable, mouths hanging open, while that old cart horse with its hairy legs and swayback swished his tail as if telling everyone to get a move on, his dinner was waiting.


  By now a small crowd had gathered, looking for some entertainment. William’s kiddies were hanging out of the cart talking and laughing with some of their friends who’d come running out when William was stopped. There was an almighty ruckus when the youngest dropped his ball and nearly fell out himself when he tried to catch it as it went. Luckily, the older children knew enough of their father’s habits to realize they were responsible for the little ones and so pulled him back before the whole thing turned into a complete disaster.


  William ignored the fuss going on in and around the cart. He lifted his head and looked straight at the policeman. ‘You’re right, Martin.’ Slowly, with as much dignity as he could muster in the alcoholic haze he was in, William climbed down from the cart. Leaving it right there on the main street in the middle of the town, he unhitched the harness. Then he took his children out of the cart one by one and hoisted them on to the patient horse. Before Martin even knew what he was up to, William jumped up on the horse behind them and trotted away out down the street, knowing his steady old horse could steer his way home blindfolded.


  A loud cheer went up from the crowd, while Martin gaped, his mouth hanging open just like a kid. He was no more than a kid himself, to be honest, and not a match for William, the wily bugger. The horse plodded on, and the crowd cheered again as the two older children, each holding tight to a younger one with one hand, waved the other triumphantly to their friends.


  Martin, when he recovered his voice, shouted like all hell was breaking loose. ‘Stop, William! Stop at once, d’you hear me?’


  But William either didn’t hear, or didn’t wish to hear, for he kept that cart horse plodding on. The family smallholding was a fair way away, in a wooded hamlet tucked in a valley a good few miles from the town and, like the horse, William was keen for his dinner too. So all Martin could do was watch them go, getting madder and more frustrated by the minute. When hollering his head off didn’t work, he blew on his whistle furiously, to no effect except to spur on the children – and William’s drinking mates, who were also watching the fun – to cheer even more wildly as the horse disappeared around a bend and out of sight.


  Next day, would you believe, William breezed into the town bold as a fox. He was sitting on his old horse as sprightly as can be, not an inch the worse for his drinking the day before. He was clear-eyed and cleanshaven and hopped off that horse like he was a lifelong teetotaller and a pillar of the community. Cocky as a rooster, he went up to his cart – still in the middle of the town – and hitched it up to bring it home.


  At first, Martin, spotting him, couldn’t believe his eyes. The cheek of the man, smiling and waving at the shopkeepers and folk out on the street as if he were the town mayor, instead of slinking back shamefaced, all full of apologies. The policeman ran over to give him a piece of his mind, but before he could speak William threw back his shoulders, lifted his chin and cried out, ‘Constable Martin, I was hoping to find you. I do so thank you for your bit of advice yesterday.’ He gave the policeman a huge grin. ‘And now I’d like to give you a small token to say how grateful I am that we’ve got you here in our town looking after us.’


  Once again, Martin was speechless. William wasn’t much known for being a talker, and this was pretty much, coming from him. Before the policeman could gather his wits, William thrust a package wrapped in plain brown paper into his hand. It was wet and soggy, and Martin held it at arm’s length with a look on his face like he was expecting something to leap out of the package and bite his fingers.


  ‘Take it, it’s for you,’ William urged. ‘A nice bit of trout, only caught this morning.’


  The look on Martin’s face was a wonderful sight to see as it changed from irritation and distaste to slow realization of what the package contained. He opened his mouth to say something then thought better and closed it again. He had a wife and three young ones under four to feed, and he not that old himself. Times were hard then, as I’ve said before. So he didn’t ask who caught the fish, or where, or anything else about it. When he finally spoke it was just to say, ‘Thank you, William. I sure do appreciate it.’


  The two men shook hands. Only when they parted did Martin call out, casual like, to William, ‘I take it you got those youngsters of yours home in one piece yesterday?’


  William looked bemused that the man even had to ask. ‘Why, certainly I did, and in time for dinner too.’ He shook his head. Looking puzzled, he stared at Martin then said, ‘Why are you asking?’
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