Tales from the Emporium
The life and times of the Whittlecreek and
Eaton St Torpid Heritage Railway
and Sal T. Marsh's Emporium

Bob Trubshaw

Welcome to more tales from an imaginary heritage railway in the top
left-hand corner of Norfolk with rolling stock inspired by Rowland
Emett’s cartoons of the 1940s and 50s.
Truth to tell the author doesn’t get overly excited by locomotives or
station buildings, although wagons and carriages occasionally arouse
curiosity. His real interest is in the bigger picture of railways: why they
were created, how they dealt with the local terrain, what influence
they had on local farming, industry and settlements, and so forth. And
that extends to 'heritage' railways: how they acquire funding, how they
promote themselves as places of interest, and how they interact with
other tourist attractions in the vicinity.
The Whittlecreek and Eaton St Torpid Heritage Railway employs a
General Manager (who does not like being called ‘The General’), a
formidable Property Manager (who does like to be referred to as ‘The
PM’), a witticism-infested Operations Manager who socialises each
week with the neophobic Workshop Manager, and a Gift Shop
Manager (deemed ‘nice but useless’).
The railway staff interact with the somewhat overbearing curator of the
nearby Arts Centre and two young sisters who create and sell pots at
the Wonky Pot Emporium – when not chatting to customers or learning
about some arcane aspects of Daoism.
Paranormal vigils in the ruins of a twelfth century castle, the creation of
a heritage museum focused on the former sand mining in the area,
sightings of inexplicable big cats – or are they phantom black dogs? –
in the fields nearby, and the preparations for a Viking festival all
unknowingly converge on the dodgy dealings of the proprietor of the
local canoe hire facility (named after a one-time local lass called
Pocahontas). An exciting evening awaits all the protagonists...
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To Ian
Thanks for way too much aiding and abetting
to get away with being an innocent bystander

The Whittlecreek and Eaton St Torpid Heritage Railway is in the top
left-hand corner of Norfolk, running from Eaton St Torpid via
Lavender Halt to Whittlecreek, with a branch off to St Torpid's Bay.
A spur of track, now functioning as carriage sidings, is on the route
towards Brindlecliffe.
In the future the Whittlecreek and Eaton St Torpid Heritage Railway
may extend south from Eaton St Torpid to Dodd's Hill Staithes,
Canidringham (pronounced locally 'Canidrum' or 'Conundrum') and
Friars Ambling Halt (where a sand mining museum is planned,
complete with a short two-foot gauge mineral line).
Sadly modern developments mean the line could not be reinstated as
far south as Bishop's Snoring, nor Brindlecliffe to the north.
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Some of the pots made by
Eddie Curtis, inspired by a
stretch of coast at Seaham
known as 'The Blast'.

Tales from the Emporium: I
Early one morning
It was still too early for customers to be about. Sal and Sara were taking
the stock off the displays, one shelf at a time, and dusting. It was so
much part of the weekly routine of running the Wonky Pots Emporium
that it took little conscious attention. So they were chatting.
Sara’s skills as a potter were now almost as good as her older sister,
and she was full of enthusiasm about exploring different clays,
pigments and other additives. Sal thought to herself that she was just as
enthusiastic a few years ago when she was still setting up her studio
and shop in the two adjoining grounded coaches. It seemed longer
than five years, but much else had happened during that time.
Sara had just discovered an online video about Eddie Curtis’s pots
inspired by the dramatic coal mining waste on Seaham beach on the
coast between the Tyne and Tees estuaries. Eddie had conjured up
quite chunky pots with impressive textures and colours – some carved
out of blocks of clay rather than thrown or slab-built. Sara was asking
Sal how much difference it might make that Eddie used a decidedly
old-fangled oil-fired kiln. Sal said it was hard to say but as the oil-fired
kiln would be a reduction kiln, just like their wood-fired arrangement,
then the only real difference would be the absence of wood ash. But,
if necessary, pots could be fired inside saggars to keep the ash off the
pots.
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Above left: A close-up of
part of The Blast at
Seaham (Eddie Curtis).
Below left: 'Brindlecliff'
(www.nationaltrail.co.uk)

The two potters were mulling over whether there were any parallels
between Seaham’s unique beach and nearby Brindlecliffe beach. As
the name of the town suggested, the beach was under a cliff which had
strata of both red and white rocks. The sea steadily weathered the cliff
so the beach pebbles were a mix of both colours, combined with black
flinty nodules and the inevitable seashells.
While Sara was well aware that seashells would degrade at firing
temperatures, she’d seen plenty of pots where moulds had been taken
from shells and used to shape pressed clay. Sal said adding vermiculite
to the clay would give a pearlescent effect as the mica survives the
heat in the kiln. Sara and Sal then debated just how much white
earthenware clay – which would melt and vitrify at stoneware
temperatures – could be added without causing problems. Sara
wondered if adding black pigment would emulate sea-worn glossy
grey-black flint nodules.
2
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‘One way to find out,’ responded Sal. ‘Give it a go with a few teabowls
or such like before we’re ready to do the next firing.’
‘I suppose it’s no coincidence that the pebbles on the beach are mostly
in the three primordial colours,’ remarked Sara. She was well aware
that Sal based most of her designs around red, white and black as these
pigments, along with sandy ochre, were the first to be used by humans
when doing cave paintings all those millennia ago. Black came from
soot or charcoal, but the others came from white chalk and different
types of iron-rich rocks. And, given that pots are made from clays
which are also terracotta, buff or white then this colour scheme was
almost integral to making pots.
Sal was always disappointed that firing to higher temperatures to
produce stoneware meant that she could not use terracotta clays, as
these were only suitable for firing up to earthenware temperatures. But
she had discovered some pigments which produced a similar shade of
red with stoneware.
‘I wonder if the three primordial colours available to potters and early
artists influenced why medieval alchemists made red, white and black
the basis of the symbolism of the Great Work,’ Sara remarked to Sal.
‘Well, in many ways making pots is itself rather like alchemy –
certainly to anyone not used to the techniques of refining raw
materials and successfully firing,’ responded Sal. ‘Plenty of academics
have noted that smelting metals from ore would seem like “alchemy”
to anyone not trained to do so, though so far as I’m aware the same
parallel has not been made for pottery.’
‘I wonder if Chinese alchemy has red, white and black as key colours
in the symbolism?’ Sara continued, without acknowledging her sister’s
tangential remark.
‘They are more likely to have five colours, as that is such an important
number in Chinese culture,’ Sal replied. ‘I’m suspect Lao Weng would
know, even though he claims to have little interest in Chinese
alchemy.’
Just as Sal was getting her Emporium under way Lao Weng had taken
over the hitherto rather ruinous tide mill on the north bank of the
3
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Creake River and greatly helped with the restoration. He was a selftaught Daoist who, in his retirement, ran rather successful retreats he
called ‘Secret and Sublime’. Not long after he had arrived in the
locality he and Sal had become close friends – ‘Although not that
close’ he was quick to add – as Sal’s way of making pots seemed to
Lao Weng an excellent example of Daoist creativity.
Two people had entered the shop. At first glance they could have been
a couple. But the woman was probably twenty years older than the
man. Sal and Sara moved to one end of the small emporium to allow
them room to browse. As the sisters were now next to each other they
lowered their voices.
‘I suspect Lao Weng would explain how there were once close
connections between Western and Chinese alchemy,’ Sal continued.
‘I forget all the details, but some time ago he explained that alchemy
must have been imported into China from the Middle East as the early
alchemical writings have many ideas which are not found elsewhere
in Chinese literature – but are found in medieval Middle Eastern
alchemical texts. He also said that Chinese astronomy was imported
from Babylonian culture at least three thousand years ago. As you must
be aware, he also thinks that Daoism itself arrived along the Sichuan
trade routes around 500 BC as there are quite specific parallels with
pre-Socratic Greek writing.’
‘Yes, Lao Weng has tried to explain how some of the verses in the
Laozi use the same metaphors of a lyre and a bow as Heraclitus,’
responded Sara.
‘And, more crucially, the idea that everything is flow,’ added Sal. ‘You
know that was more or less the conversation that Lao Weng and I had
when he first came into my studio. He started talking about
“undifferentiated creativity”. I had to stop him and say I hadn’t a clue
what he was talking about. But in that incredibly simple-sounding but
quite detailed way he has of explaining Chinese ideas he just said that
Western languages require a subject and an object. Which means that
most Western creative people think about the “I” who is making
something or another. This subject-and-object way of talking and
thinking can be termed “differentiation”. Whereas if the creative
4
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person lets go of their sense of self and becomes at one with the
creative process then undifferentiated creativity just happens, all by
itself.’
‘Yes, isn’t that the best way to make pots,’ Sara added. ‘I think most
people would just say they’re “in the zone” and at one with the
making process. But when you also think about Lao Weng’s other
ideas about how the spirit of creativity just “flows through” the world,
becoming increasingly more manifest, then I think it does describe
how you and I make pots very well indeed.’
Sara visibly stopped. ‘You know that remark about mercury being allbut synonymous with Western alchemy? Well mercury is the only
metal which flows at room temperature. It’s as if mercury is all-but
synonymous with the Daoist and Heraclitian ideas of “everything is
flow” – that the whole creative, ever-transforming, ever-transmuting
process that is the whole of reality. I’d never thought of that before.’
‘Me neither!’ exclaimed Sal. ‘Run that one past Lao Weng when you
see him next and see what he has to say. I think he might be impressed
– even though he doesn’t seem to be fond of alchemy.’
Sara’s remark seemed to trigger more reminiscences from Sal. ‘Lao
Weng has said several times to his guests that the biggest problem that
Western people have with undifferentiated thinking – that is, thinking
without any dualism between self and non-self, or subject and object
– is they immediately differentiate it as a mystical experience separate
from “everyday thinking”. Yet undifferentiated thinking – “enlightened
thinking” if you must – is both everyday and mystical all at the same
time.’
‘And when his students – his “guests” as he insists we call them –
actually get to appreciate that remark it can seem like a light has come
on in their heads. Several of them have tried to explain it to me in great
detail afterwards,’ Sara remarked.
Sal laughed. ‘Yes, indeed, to me too. What do you say to them?’ she
asked.
‘Well I just let them ride on their excitement,’ replied Sara. ‘It would
seem entirely the wrong thing to say something like “Yea, I know, I got
5
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that insight a couple of years ago!” After all it really is exciting and
they really should be riding on the crest of that insight.’
‘It’s when they first really understand that the whole of creation is an
ever-evolving process that the conversations can get wild. I only wish
I could have recorded what some of them said as they applied the
insight to their business interests – although of course we must never
say who we think those businesses might be.’ Sal glanced briefly at the
not-quite-a-couple. She felt that he was taking more interest in her
conversation with Sara than his companion’s remarks about the pots.
His companion was making suggestions as to which of the teabowls
would be most suitable for drinking mead. ‘One of the smaller ones,
Penny,’ the man had ventured to suggest, ‘unless you find a really
large one which would be suitable as a wassail cup.’
‘No, Simon, I was thinking of something for personal consumption, not
for using in any sort of ritual.’
Sal noticed that the man – clearly known to his companion as Simon –
had stopped looking at the pots and was reading one of the various A4
posters which she had pinned up at the back of the shelves. Most of
them were verses from the Nei-yey, the oldest of all the Daoist writings
known to have survived, but not as well-known as the Laozi or
Zhuangzi.
Simon must be a very slow reader thought Sal. Or be struggling to
make sense of what he was reading.
Ch’i is neither matter nor spirit.
It existed before the world
And everything in the world is only an aspect of it.
When condensed chi becomes life,
When diluted chi becomes indefinite potential.
When chi expands it turns and animates the world;
While turning it spreads itself into every corner of space and
time.
It has no detectable existence except for the forms it takes and
in the transformations of these forms.
When these forms die they become ch’i once again.
6
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Ch’i gives form to [zao] and transforms [hua] everything.
Zaohua is creation without a creator:
it defines the form but changes it constantly.
The only constant reality is ch’i in its transformations:
the constant coming and going from diluted and
undetectable to condensed and manifest.
Ch’i is like infinite potential energy:
the myriad things are nothing but ch’i.
Yet when the myriad things disappear the ch’i remains.
Simon turned to Sal and asked if she knew anything more about these
verses.
‘What would you like to know?’ Sal guardedly responded.
‘Well, do you by any chance know who wrote – or translated – them?’
‘I wrote them,’ Sal replied and paused for emphasis. ‘Though they are
more of a paraphrase of a long-winded couple of pages in an
academic book. I just liked the idea of abbreviating them as faux early
Daoist texts.’
‘You wrote them?’ Simon was clearly having a little difficulty getting
his head around the idea. ‘Do you have degrees in sinology?’
‘No, not at all – my only degree is in making pots. But I do know
someone who knows a lot more about Daoism than most people. And
he has directed me to some really useful books.’
‘Such as?’
‘Well what you were looking at came from a book by Isabelle Robinet
which, from memory, is called Taoism: the making of a religion’.
Though similar ideas are in Chang Chung-Yuan’s classic Creativity and
Taoism.’ Sal thought it was her turn to ask a question: ‘Do you know
either of them?’
‘Well neither of the authors that’s to be sure. But yes I have read both
the books. Though not for several years. I don’t usually meet people
who are even aware of these books, least of all by walking into what I
thought was a gift shop in a minor holiday resort – though please
forgive me, appearances are clearly deceptive and these verses on the
9

Tales from the Emporium

wall and the way you make the pots are clearly an indication that you
live a very Daoist life.’ The woman – Penny – had decided on which
of the teabowls she wanted to buy and Sara went to the counter with
her to wrap it.
‘Who is your friend who recommended these books?’ Simon enquired.
‘Well he goes by the name of Lao Weng,’ Sal informed him. ‘But, as
you must realise, that is just an adopted name. To be honest I don’t
know what name his mother gave him. Almost certainly a very
ordinary English name.’
‘Does he teach?’
‘Yes, that’s his only income, so far as I’m aware.’
‘Which university is he at?’
Sal smiled broadly and tried to stop herself laughing rather rudely. ‘No,
he’s not an academic. He just invites guests to his retreats.’
‘I’ve never heard of anyone who fits that description. Is it possible to
join one of the retreats? Or otherwise meet Lao Weng?’
‘Well, if you want to write down your contact details I’ll ask him to
email you. He only uses computers when he comes into Eaton, but
that’s usually once or twice a week.’
‘I get the impression he’s a bit of a hermit,’ surmised Simon.
‘A good impression indeed,’ Sal answered without elaborating. She
had gone to the counter to pick up a notepad and pen, but Simon had
reached into his pocket and brought out a business card. Sal glanced
at what was printed on it:

Simon Danser
Reader in Comparative Ontology and Paleontologies
University of Wessex
Didn’t exactly sound like the sort of person Lao Weng might want to
invite on the retreats, she thought. But she promised Simon that she
would pass it on when she next saw him.
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Simon then asked if he was correct to think Lao Weng lived nearby.
Before Sal could come up with an evasive answer Simon’s companion,
Penny, reminded him that they needed to get a move on else they
would miss the charabanc trip to Bishop’s Snoring which he had
specifically come ‘all this way’ to do. Halfway out the door Simon
turned and asked what time the emporium closed and, when told not
before five p.m. unless it was raining, promised to be back after their
trip.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Sometime about four that afternoon Simon and Penny reappeared. Sal
was on her own in the shop as Sara had gone off to get some food for
that night’s meal. She asked them if they had enjoyed the charabanc
trip.
‘Oh yes, we learnt a lot. The driver clearly has a lot of local
knowledge. Though I’m sure he didn’t share it all with us,’ replied
Penny.
Sal smiled but made no comment. She was well-aware of the
charabanc driver’s shortcomings. He was, to put it politely, rather
brusque with the passengers.
‘But I wasn’t aware the old lighthouse at Brindlecliffe was the first in
the world to have a parabolic reflector,’ chipped in Simon. ‘Do you
know of anyone else who is knowledgeable about the more obscure
aspects of this area’s local history?’ continued Simon. ‘I’m thinking
about writing a guide book about the less well-known places and
events in the area around the railway. I know the heritage railway
brings in significant numbers of visitors. But I have the hunch that
these visitors’ interests are more wide-ranging than railways. The
working title for the book is Beyond the Tracks. It might be something
you could sell in your shop – or Emporium as you call it. And maybe
in the rather wonderful Queen Alexandra Arts Centre.
‘Well,’ said Sal, thinking as she spoke, ‘I’m not aware of any similar
guide books to this area. And the railway’s gift shop might stock it as
well as The Alex.’
11
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‘Oh, yes,’ responded Simon. ‘We were hoping to visit the railway’s gift
shop next. I hope they don’t shut too early. Would be wonderful if the
manager’s there and we could talk to her too.’
‘Well,’ said Sal again, thinking how best to respond. ‘The manager
may well be there. But it’s probably best if you didn’t talk to her about
books. Though please don’t say I said so.’
‘Why so?’ asked Penny.
‘Well,’ Sal started again and paused. ‘Let’s say that the manager only
reads naff cook books and thinks that everyone else only reads naff
cook books.’
‘Oh,’ said Simon looking slightly dejected, and casting a glance at
Penny, who made no comment.
‘But don’t worry,’ continued Sal. ‘If you speak to the Property Manager
of the railway then she will make sure the shop stocks your book. And
I’m sure Cynthia at The Alex would want to too. Will you be coming
around here again soon?’
‘I’m not sure,’ replied Simon. ‘Although Penny has moved to
Brindlecliffe I live in the West Country so this is quite a trip. Though
I’m sure I’ll need to come again before the book is finished.’
‘Would you like me to see if the Property Manager is free to meet you
while you’re here? She may have some suggestions to make about
what could be included in your book – assuming you’re looking for
suggestions,’ Sal added with a little retrospective diplomacy.
‘Well, yes, always happy to have suggestions,’ Simon replied, although
in a tone of voice which didn’t sound entirely convincing.
Sal picked up the phone and explained briefly to the Property Manager
what the situation was. Sal put the phone down and said to Simon and
Penny ‘The PM’s on her way over.’ Simon and Penny exchanged a
sustained glance – the thought of meeting someone known as
‘The PM’ was an unexpected challenge.

12

Tales from the workshop: I
A hydrostatic drive on each of the wheels
After Marko left the Le Strange Arms to go to set up for his underwater
training session at Brindlecliffe’s swimming baths Bill picked up his
briefcase and walked the short distance home. Tuesday evening was
sausage, peas and mash night. He was aware other people did not
stick almost rigidly to the same menu each week. But he much
preferred to stay with his familiar routine. Any changes were, well,
unsettling.
But, although everything about his routine went as usual, he was still
slightly unsettled. Not too seriously. But he was pondering over
Marko’s suggestions that the workshop might request the money to
build a tram loco based on the three-feet gauge Giant’s Causeway
ones. Which were very similar to standard gauge tram engines which
were built for other tramways, such as the Wisbech and Upwell line
which was made famous by Reverend Wilbert Awdry.
Now this was not what was unsettling him. It was a very positive
response to his tentative initial suggestion. And Bill understood why
Marko, the Operations Manager, had requested that this would have to

The tram locomotive
which once ran on the
Giant's Causeway and
Bushmills Railway.
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One of the Wisbech and
Upwell tram locomotives
– the inspiration for Rev
Awdry's Toby the Tram
Engine.

be an internal combustion engine rather than the steam boiler and
cylinders of the originals. The wooden structure around tram locos
with a skirt almost to track level – originally introduced to prevent the
flames from the boiler and the steam from the pistons causing horses to
bolt – would hide whatever propulsion arrangements were inside. But
Bill was a lifelong steam vehicle engineer, restoring traction engines as
a career before joining the railway. And the thought of having to
devise a locomotive with an internal combustion engine was outside
his comfort zone.
But Bill also knew from overhearing conversations – and the
occasional request to use the workshop’s machinery to adapt or make
spares – that several of the volunteers did have experience of restoring
and repairing cars. At least a couple of them were capable of leading a
project to design and construct Marko’s loco. Although neither had
been given that level of responsibility previously. And might not want
to, if asked.
There was no other option, Bill concluded, but to have a chat with one
or more them. With luck he could catch them at their lunch break and
engage them in conversation.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Just two days later Bill was up in his small office on the mezzanine.
The changes to the drawing he had been revising were now completed
and he put his initials and today’s date in the changes box, below
several other instances. The thought of having to design an internal
combustion locomotive kept coming into his mind, in an unsettling
14
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way. Indeed, Bill thought to himself, even the idea of driving a car had
been too unsettling for most of his life.
When he joined the traction engine restorers in the late 1960s the
manager was surprised Bill hadn’t got a driving licence and said he
needed to get one as taking the engines for road tests was part of his
job. So Bill checked the rules applying to the driving test and arrived at
the test centre in a steam roller. Bill helpfully brought a clean boiler
suit for the driving test examiner to change into. Who seemed amused
and said ‘There’s a first time for everything.’
Bill wondered if it was still possible to pass the driving test in a steam
roller or traction engine – they might have changed things since nearly
fifty years ago. But, wondered Bill, was he perhaps the only person
alive to have passed the driving test and then driven more miles in
steam vehicles than petrol or diesel ones?
His reverie was interrupted when he heard several familiar voices
down in the workshop. One of the big lathes then started up and the
banter stopped. Bill stepped out onto the small landing at the top of the
stairs. Sure enough, he was right. All the volunteers he knew to be
skilled with cars were down there. Probably no coincidence that they
chose the same day to help out, Bill thought – there was certainly
some deeply-rooted camaraderie among them.
It was difficult for Bill. He spent the next half-an-hour seriously
unsettled. He was so accustomed to eating his cheese and Branston
pickle sandwiches in his office, away from anyone else, that he was
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almost trembling when he walked down the stairs with his sandwich
box in his hand. ‘Do you mind if I join you for once?’ asked Bill of the
volunteers, who were sitting or leaning on old packing cases and
nearby workshop equipment.
‘Blimey, Bill, has the revolution come?’ asked Jeff, who may well have
been the most ‘senior’ of the team – after Bill himself – in terms of how
long he’d been volunteering. ‘Not like you to come down from your
roost to mix with the likes of us.’
‘Not exactly.’ Bill paused. He was still unsure how to start the
conversation. He decided to pick up on Jeff’s overstated question. ‘But
Marko has made a suggestion which, at least for me, is almost like
having to deal with a revolution. He wants the workshop to design an
internal-combustion powered locomotive.’
Lots of mock ‘Oohs’ and ‘Surely nots’ came from all the volunteers. ‘A
very big revolution indeed’ quipped one of them.
‘Well, it’s been done before, that’s for sure,’ joshed Jeff. ‘But not here,
equally for sure. Apart from the sheer idea of a loco which isn’t
powered by steam, what’s the problem Bill?’
‘Well, yes the idea is a little difficult for me, Jeff,’ responded Bill. ‘But
needs must and all that. The problem is that over the years I’ve learnt
a certain amount about steam locomotives. But I have never had any
experience with other types.’
‘And by “a certain amount” you mean more than the rest of us put
together, don’t you Bill?’ replied Jeff, smiling. ‘Well some of us here
know about infernal combustion engines – though only when the
wheels have got rubber tyres on them, not flanges. Tell us what
Marko’s got in mind and let’s see if we can come up with something.’
Bill explained that the idea was to have a locomotive which would
quickly start and both be capable of going out to recover a brokendown steam locomotive and its carriages – greeted with ‘Don’t be
ridiculous, our locos never break down’ which was countered by ‘Not
very often anyway’ – and also to shunt vehicles at the workshop and
carriage sidings. There were several serious expressions of agreement
to the effect that such a loco was certainly needed as Sir Toby took too
16
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long to get steam up and was prone to wheel spin when trying to pull
any sort of load.
Bill then said that the original idea was for a tram loco. And so what
was inside the wooden bodywork would not be seen. Again there was
agreement that this was much better than designing something that
looked like a diesel shunter.
Jeff said it had been done before up the road at the Wells and
Walsingham Light Railway and several volunteers confirmed that
they’d seen that. But it hadn’t been reliable and a better thought-out
drive system might have prevented many of the problems.
The speed at which everyone’s sandwiches were eaten slowed down
considerably as ideas went to and fro. But the general consensus was
that the loco needed to be heavy for its size to be able to transfer
enough power to the wheels – hefty steel sideframes and over-spec
spacers between them would help there. A car engine could be
converted easily to LPG, which would be easier to transport to the
loco than either petrol or diesel – and would give off far less fumes. An
automatic transmission would remove most of the problems of driving
it. But that left the tricky issue of whether to use a locked-down
differential to get the power to one set of wheels and con-rods to link
to the other set of wheels, or whether to go for a complex set of chains
and sprockets.
But the presence of sand on the St Torpid’s Bay track meant that chains
and sprockets might wear too quickly. It was the key weakness with
the Wells and Walsingham engine, and that didn’t run so close to a
beach. Yet con-rods added a whole new complexity to the wheel
construction.
Andy had remained almost silent up to this moment, although had
clearly been following the to-and-fro suggestions with considerable
interest. ‘How about,’ he chipped in, ‘if we use an engine already
designed to run on LPG? Such as one from a forklift truck.’
There was a general murmur of assent and nodding of heads. ‘And that
way we can also drive an hydraulic pump.’ The response was mostly
silent quizzical looks. Jeff just asked ‘Why?’
17
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‘That way’, replied Andy, ‘we can put a hydrostatic drive on each of
the wheels. And an easy-peasy control knob for the driver. And don’t
forget the motor then also acts as the brake, simplifying the whole
construction.’
A stream of rather tentatively approving utterations progressed around
the lads. ‘Certainly gets around almost all the problems of sand getting
in the wrong places,’ observed Andy.
‘Sounds good in principle. And I don’t want to pour any cold water on
the idea. But won’t that be rather expensive?’ responded Jeff. Bill was
just sitting back, very pleasantly surprised at just how well the chat was
going.
‘Not if we can pick the parts up second-hand. Or ask someone who
deals in used forkies if he can help out,’ replied Andy.
‘Such as?’ came back Jeff.
‘My mate Pete. I expect he’ll be at the match on Saturday afternoon.
I’ll ask him. He runs a business the other side of Wisbech repairing
forklifts. And he goes to the machinery auctions to see if any of the
forklifts are worth picking up to strip down for parts. Sometimes there’s
so many at an auction they get knocked down for next to nothing.
‘What made me think.' continued Andy, 'is because Pete said a couple
of weeks back that a five tonne lifting capacity hydrostatic drive
18
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Komatsu went for silly money – and I mean silly not-a-lot – at an
auction because it was bigger than anyone bidding was really
interested in buying. And maybe because no one was that interested in
the hydrostatic drive – it’s not a lot of use buying it for spares as almost
all the ones in use are leased, not privately-owned.’
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Jeff looked at Andy and then Bill. ‘Bill, have you any idea how much
money is on the table to build this?’
‘Well, Jeff,’ Bill tentatively responded. ‘It’s not got anything like that
far. All that’s happened is that Marko has asked me to prepare some
budget costs. As I understand he will then ask the management if he
and I can give a short presentation. Marko clearly thinks there are good
operational reasons to have this – and perhaps a couple more coaches
as well – but that’s for him to propose, not me.
‘Only if the management agree that it’s a good idea will it go any
further. And then the big step will be to see if there’s any money in the
budget for the next financial year. And I have no idea whether there
might be, or how much it might amount to.’
‘OK, so we’re really just at the “optioneering” stage,’ summarised Jeff.
He continued by stating ‘I’m happy carry on with the think-through
then tot up the probable costs of something based around a car engine,
automatic gearbox and – most probably – an adapted differential. But
I’ll pencil in some figures for the sprocket and chain option while I’m
at it. Andy, any chance you could ask Pete how much he might need
to pick up a hydrostatic drive forklift? Don’t suppose it matters if its
Komatsu or Toyota or whoever. I might need to talk to Pete about the
finer points of putting it all together – especially adapting the controls
– but can’t be rocket science. Or NASA budgets. How does that fit in
with what you had in mind Bill?’
‘Well Jeff, I have to say it “fits in” rather better than I had expected
when I came down a few minutes ago. I am, of course, very grateful to
you all for the suggestions.’
Andy made the helpful observation that if they bought a complete
forklift truck then, after they had stripped off what was wanted for the
locomotive, there would be plenty of spare parts which could be sold
back to Pete or someone else. The forklift part on its own would be a
useful item. Andy offered to get some feedback from Pete about how
that might work.
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‘I take it Bill that you have a good idea how much a set of wheels will
be, based on previous projects?’ Bill agreed. ‘That just leaves one other
thing I’ll need help with though,’ Jeff continued. Bill simply asked what
that might be. ‘I’ll need to talk turkey with the steel fabricators we use
to get some idea of how much the sideframes and other chassis
components might set us back. I’ve no experience of costing up
fabrication work – you’ve always done that before.’
‘Well, might it be easier if I do a quick sketch and talk to my contacts
at BKG?’ asked Bill. ‘After all the chassis is going to be about the same
no matter what engine or drive we decide to use. The only difference
is likely to be how many fixing holes and where they need to be
drilled.’
‘Here’s hoping the costings fit in with whatever budget can be made
available. I’d really like to take this on,’ Jeff responded. Yet again there
was general agreement and a few ‘If onlys’.
Bill thanked everyone again. All the lunch things began to be tidied
away so the volunteers could resume their previous tasks. Bill went
back up the stairs to his office far more ‘settled’ than he had been since
the previous evening. Yet again they’d demonstrated just what a
talented – and well-connected – group of volunteers he had in the
workshop.

Disclaimer
The author knows nothing about the problems with the Wells and
Walsingham locomotive – other than in 2019 the chain and sprocket
needed replacing. The suggestion that this vehicle might have design
weaknesses is for the purposes of this fictional tale only.
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‘Well that seemed to go OK didn’t it?’ the management commented to
the Property Manager. ‘Yes. Marko did a good job. Don’t forget to
thank him,’ she responded. ‘No, no, indeed.’
The two of them were spending a few minutes strolling, somewhat
idly, around the ruins at Friars Ambling admiring the complex twelfth
century stonework by the low light of late afternoon winter sunshine
which created both shadows and highlights. Marko had asked if he
could have a few minutes with the custodian, Norman “Castle” – few
people could remember his proper surname – about something which
was nothing to do with the railway. As the three of them had driven
over in Marko’s car then there was time to mull over the last hour. In
terms of the Whittlecreek and Eaton St Torpid Heritage Railway it was
a major step forward in that everything was in place to draw up an
agreement for the railway to lease a substantial part of the land at the
side of the Friars Ambling ruins to allow both a terminus for the
railway’s three-foot gauge line and also a platform allowing visitors to
board a two-foot gauge line into the sand mining museum.
The sand mining museum had its own trustees and budgets. But there
was an understanding that the Whittlecreek and Eaton St Torpid

The twelfth century ruins
at Friar's Ambling.
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Heritage Railway would operate the short section of two-foot gauge
track as the sand mining enthusiasts were, understandably, not that
well-versed in railways.
The bigger picture was that the Whittlecreek and Eaton St Torpid
Heritage Railway would build a substantial extension from Eaton
St Torpid all the way to Friars Ambling. This involved reinstating ten
miles of trackbed, some of it over the aptly-named Canidringham Bog,
and would need a bridge over the Creek River as the original one was
made from timber and had been demolished in the 1970s. This
proposed extension was nearly twice the total track length currently
operating. Much of the land had yet to be acquired by the railway, and
the cost of the trackbed was expected to run into millions. But other
than that there was a good chance that one day this would progress.
Visitors to the railway would ride all the way from Eaton St Torpid to
Friars Ambling. Before returning they could then visit both the ruins
and the sand mining museum. Both, of course, were also accessible by
road. But the local council was very keen for there to be alternatives.
Understandably, as the main coast road was more like a car park than
a trunk route during the summer.
Marko had done a good job of preparing a track layout for the
proposed terminus at Friars Ambling. The three-foot line came into one
side of a simple platform and the two-foot gauge line would be
boarded from the other side of the platform. It really was that simple.
On the three-foot track there needed to be a run-around loop so
locomotives could ‘swap ends’ and pull coaches there and also pull
them back. Marko had also proposed a siding on the three-foot gauge
side where a second train – or maybe just a second locomotive – could
be parked up. This was indeed an optimal way of operating. But
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Marko, at the instigation of the Property Manager, had deliberately
overestimated the length of the loop and siding that would needed.
This was, even the management had concurred, somewhat devious.
But nevertheless, he acknowledged, rather delightful. The Property
Manager’s real plan was to erect a café for visitors on the land leased
to the railway. That way they could earn considerable extra income.
But, understandably, the owner of Friars Ambling would be unlikely to
lease them land to build a café as he too could do the same and make
money. So the real plan was to get a 99-year lease based on Marko’s
proposals for the track layout needed. Then, afterwards, to revise the
track layout with a shortened run-around loop and siding,
conveniently making room for a café.
And, indeed, during the hour-or-so meeting with the owner of Friars
Ambling, Norman the custodian of the ruins, and the three people
from the railway everything had gone remarkably smoothly. The
proposal for Marko’s track layout was accepted without any quibbling.
Indeed it was very much welcomed as, although the ten miles of track
to Eaton St Torpid might take a long time to complete, in the meantime
the sand mining museum could get underway. And there would be
real synergy between that and the Friars Ambling ruins. ‘Win win’ and
all that.
Marko had now reappeared and asked if everyone was ready for the
off, to which he got an affirmative reply. Once on the more-or-less
straight stretch of the main road he said that Bill Wainwright, the head
of railway’s workshop, had come up with an interesting thought.
Marko quickly outlined Bill’s suggestion that making the fairly simple
rolling stock for the sand mine’s two-foot gauge line would make a
useful ‘training project’ for the less experienced workshop volunteers.
That way the skills of the more experienced workshop volunteers
could be shared. And, as such, Bill was keen to make a start as soon as
funds could be made available.
The management said that this was a valuable suggestion and he was
happy to talk to Bill about it, and get some idea of how much money
might be needed. Marko then continued by asking if the railway would
benefit from working with the college in Bishop’s Snoring to set up
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some sort of government-approved
apprenticeship course. Marko said he’d
looked at the local council’s web site for
such schemes but, frankly, was little the
wiser. But he did think that if the training
focused on workshop safety and the more
basic aspects of engineering then it
wouldn’t matter that the railway’s
workshop mostly produced steam
locomotives rather than repaired cars or
made sophisticated robots.
The management simply said ‘Leave it with
me’, his pet answer to situations which
required a bit of fact-finding and
deliberation. ‘When I’ve had a chat to
someone who runs these schemes then I’ll
ask Bill what he’s got in mind.’
‘Not sure he had,’ replied Marko. ‘It was me that suggested it to him.
Frankly I’ve no idea if it would pan out. I just assumed it would be a
way to get more people around here involved – especially youngsters
– and maybe provide a bit more income for the railway. But I do agree
that unless Bill’s entirely happy then we shouldn’t take it any further.’
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Frankly the response from the man who ran Norfolk’s apprenticeship
schemes was rather too full on. After repeatedly saying that he was
sure the railway would be able to recruit as many apprentices as they
wanted using ‘his’ web site he then said that perhaps the railway
should set its sights higher and set up an academy partnership which
also provided pre-employment training courses for job-seekers in
tourism, catering and any of the other skills which were part of the
railway’s activities.
The management made a rather unenthusiastic remark, but this did not
dampen the enthusiasm at the other end of the phone. In the end he
had to say rather bluntly that it was as much as he could do to keep the
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railway operating without trying to run a training service as well. But if
the apprenticeship scheme went well then it was something for the
future. This still didn’t quell the eagerness so the management had to
feign a reason to end the call, with the promise to phone again in a few
days.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
The management and the Property Manager had settled into a routine
that – unless anything urgent cropped up – then about ten o’clock on
Wednesday mornings the Property Manager would pop her head
around the door of the management’s office and enquire if more coffee
was required. Usually the answer was yes and she would duly return
with a mug of tea for herself and a strong black coffee for him. The
management would almost always say ‘It must be my turn to go to the
kitchen’ but this offer was dismissed as not necessary.
However some Wednesday mornings the reply was ‘No. Let’s go to
The Alex.’ Coincidentally it was always when the weather was suitable
for a pleasant stroll. As well as being a break from the confines of the
office, it was an excellent opportunity to talk over matters which didn’t
need too many interruptions, or were a bit too sensitive if anyone
happened to be listening. This morning the management made this
suggestion and then followed it by asking whether they should stop off
at the railway’s gift shop on the way. This was technically wrong, as
the gift shop was a short distance in the opposite direction. But it made
good sense.
The gift shop manager had once been deemed by the Property
Manager as ‘nice but useless’. She was still as useless but not quite so
nice to either the management or the Property Manager since they’d
put in checks to stop her ordering large numbers of remaindered cook
books which, as it turned out, had been remaindered for a good
reason: they didn’t actually sell.
After the usual slightly frosty chat the Property Manager insisted that
the gift shop needed to restock from local crafts people. These were
strictly all on sale-or-return so there was no financial risk to the
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railway. But most sold quickly enough
that this was a technicality. The gift
shop manager nevertheless said that
these were not what the visitors
wanted to buy. The Property Manager
had long twigged that this was just the
shop manager’s way of saying that she
herself wouldn’t give them house room
and didn’t understand why anyone else
would.
After what was by now a customary conversation to the effect of get
some stock in by the end of next week the management and the
Property Manager walked away. As ever the management expressed
his appreciation to the Property Manager for finding more tactful yet
emphatic ways of dealing with a situation he himself found difficult.
On their way to The Alex the management said that the main reason
he wanted a chat away from the office was to discuss how to use the
Eaton Mill Fund. This was the money donated to the railway by Lao
Weng’s ‘friends’ – a euphemism for his more affluent Daoism students.
The management and the Property Manager were the sole signatories
to this account and maintained strict secrecy about the donors, as
requested by Lao.
The total amount of money donated each year was the second-biggest
source of income for the railway after ticket sales, and incurred little in
the way of costs other than providing electricity and water for the mill,
and paying the rates – which would need to be paid anyway. But how
much money was donated was entirely outside the control of the
railway. Indeed if Lao upped sticks or for other reasons stopped
running retreats then the income would drop to nothing.
The management and Property Manager had agreed that it was
impossible – and irresponsible – to plan to use this money in advance
so would only make decisions on how to spend it after it was in the
bank account. Nevertheless they maintained a ‘hit list’ of projects
which needed funding. Before committing to a specific expenditure
they reviewed other projects near the top of the list.
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The Property Manager was of the opinion that maintenance of the
railway’s buildings was too important to be left to this rather ad hoc
process so should be funded from the main budget of the railway – in
other words, funded from ticket sales and profits from the café and
shop. The Mill Fund would only be used if an unexpectedly large
property repair was necessary. So far that had not arisen.
Marko had similarly insisted that there needed to be money available
at reasonably short notice if either of the locomotives were ever to
need expensive work, such as boiler repairs. Having either loco out of
action for any length of time would significantly diminish ticket sales
and other income. So a Reserve Fund had been set up which would
cover the costs of repairs to either buildings or rolling stock which
exceeded the usual maintenance budgets. While it was impossible to
predict how much such an eventuality might actually amount to,
transferring money from the Mill Fund had allowed the Reserve Fund
to be built up to what seemed an appropriate balance.
Another fund had been set up to put money away to fund the
restoration of the track bed to Friars Ambling. This was known as the
‘Southern Extension Fund’ or SEF. The rate of progress of this massive
project was still painfully slow. Indeed a big part of the Property
Manager’s workload was steadily working on all the landowners to
acquire the land needed. While the county council expressed lots of
support for this project, so far such ‘support’ had amounted to words
rather than grants. Other grant-giving bodies had been identified but as
most only offered match-funding then there needed to be a lot more
dosh sloshing around before a grant application would be worthwhile.
At this stage putting money into the SEF would not speed up the
construction.
The management asked the Property Manager to briefly summarise
any developments or real challenges with getting all the land needed
for the Southern Extension. That didn’t take long but now they’d now
arrived at the café inside the Alex and ordered drinks and Danish
pastries. While consuming these they reviewed the other options for
spending the funds now in the Mill Fund.
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The Property Manager agreed that, no matter how important the
reserves and the SEF might be, they were no more important than
keeping the workshop supplied with the materials needed by the
volunteers to keep projects moving forwards. Without a variety of
active projects the volunteers might drift away and that would be a
major loss of skills right at the heart of the railway’s operations. Indeed,
so far nearly all the costs of materials needed to be bought in for new
vehicles was being met by the Mill Fund. And, as the management
wryly noted to the Property Manager, it was another two such projects
he wanted to add near the top of the list as they were ideal
opportunities for volunteers to enhance or widen their skills, either in
practical ways or at project management.
He outlined the reasons why Bill – at Marko’s instigation – wanted to
construct an LPG-powered ‘tram loco’ with two more coaches. The
Property Manager asked a few questions about why a tramway on the
north coast of Ulster was in any way relevant to the north-west of
Norfolk and the management did their best to remember Bill’s
enthusiastic remarks. Including Bill’s paraphrase of Marko’s
suggestions that this might be something the railway’s marketing team
could ‘get their teeth into’. The Property Manager laughed and said
‘Couldn’t they just.’
The management took that as the Property Manager’s broad agreement
so moved on to Bill’s second request. Which was to start on the twofoot gauge rolling stock for the sand mine line ahead of the track being
laid as this would act as a training project. He deliberately did not
mention the possibility of apprentices, although on some future
occasion he would welcome the Property Manager’s input. Right now
the Property Manager was questioning how quickly the track would be
laid now that the agreement as to where the platform would be
situated had been finalised. The management said that he’d been told
the sand mine museum’s trustees were sitting on grants that had to be
spent quite quickly else they would lapse. And most certainly the key
people at the sand mine – along with the owner and custodian of the
Friars Ambling ruins who stood to also benefit from this development
– were fired up to get things under way.
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The Property Manager said ‘Well, I think that’s enough “due diligence”
for one coffee break. It’s not my decision as to how the Mill Fund is
allocated. But I can’t see any reason for not transferring the money
needed to start these two projects out of the Mill Fund. Bill’s estimates
are a bit higher than what’s in there at the moment. But we can put the
brakes on either or both the projects if for some reason we’re short of
readies when the last fifteen or twenty percent of the budget needs
paying. At least with Bill we can be sure there won’t be overspends,
unless something goes seriously wrong.’
‘Yes, indeed,’ replied the management. ‘”Overspend” is an anathema
to Bill and he’ll do almost anything to avoid asking for more funds.’
Before leaving The Alex they maintained their tradition of wandering
over to Cynthia, the curator of the gallery, for a quick word. She’d
been manning the counter of the gift shop rather than sitting in her
office, as was more usual. She greeted the management and the
Property Manager with the slightly tongue in cheek question ‘Are you
two alright? Has someone died?’
‘Yes, yes , we’re fine,’ replied the management. ‘Why do you think
we’ve been bereaved? Thankfully not.’
‘Well because you two aren’t usually so serious. You’re usually joking
and laughing about something or other. Though of course I can never
hear what it might be,’ replied Cynthia.
‘No indeed,’ replied the Property Manager. ‘We come here to be out
of earshot of anyone who might overhear our scheming and plotting.’
‘And it was a very serious conversation,’ continued the management.
‘We were working out the best way to spend some money.’
‘Pleased to hear you’ve got some,’ retorted Cynthia. ‘Any of it coming
this way?’
‘But of course. We’re about to build more coaches to bring more
visitors almost to your door,’ quipped the Property Manager.
‘Don’t get me started on that one!’ responded Cynthia in a more
serious tone of voice. There was a long-standing ‘understanding’ – it
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was hardly a joke – that visitors to The Alex were only killing time
before catching a train back to Whittlecreek. It wasn’t entirely true as
tourists came to Eaton St Torpid by car too. But it rankled Cynthia that
there was, indeed, some truth in the remark.
Changing the conversation, Cynthia asked if the management had
been approached by the chap from the council who organised
apprenticeship schemes. The Property Manager looked blank. ‘Yes,
yes,’ confirmed the management. ‘I was talking to him only a few days
ago. I promised to get back to him but haven’t looked into all the
online information.’
‘Oh, so you might be to blame,’ Cynthia responded. ‘He’s certainly
difficult to get rid of once he’s started.’ The management smiled and
nodded. ‘If you manage to make any sense of the online griff then do
let me know. Clear as mud to me.’
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Penny was having second thoughts. During the first week after she’d
moved into St Edmund’s Court she’d said ‘Hello’ to Bill in the entrance
lobby. He’d looked rather taken aback. However only a few days later
they met again in the same place. Penny had once again said ‘Hello’
but followed it by saying that she’d only recently moved here from
Leicestershire and, although she hadn’t met many of the fellow
residents it was odd that the two of them had now met twice. She
remembered that Bill paused before saying, ‘Well, on weekdays I’m
always leaving at this time to go to Eaton St Torpid where I work.’
‘And I’m coming back from the newsagents with my daily paper,’
responded Penny before asking ‘Where do you work?’
Penny soon got the impression that Bill was decidedly thoughtful –
many times pausing longer than seemed necessary before answering
one of her questions or remarks – but clearly very knowledgeable
about things which interested him. After a few such encounters –
Penny quickly established that Bill was punctual almost to the minute
– she dropped a few hints about whether there were any good places
to eat in the evening. Bill seemed to miss the point entirely each time
and said he kept to his own routine for eating at home in the evenings.
It took a few weeks of these encounters – once Penny had worked out
Bill’s routine she was careful not to time her movements so the two
encountered each other too often – she finally persuaded him to show
her around Brindlecliffe one Sunday afternoon. She got the distinct
impression that for Bill spending an afternoon in the company of a
woman was tantamount to a new experience. Though she might be
wrong…
That stroll had been several months ago. But during their conversation
the topic of Norfolk’s phantom black dogs had come up. Penny had
read about these but was surprised that Bill was well aware too. Much
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to her surprise, Bill had an informed interest in the paranormal. In his
own words, he had no way to explain strange sightings and
‘encounters’ but he wanted to talk to people who had experienced
such anomalous events and try to see what, if anything, the events had
in common.
At this point in their conversation, Penny felt that she was now talking
to a different Bill. Instead of being diffident about replying to her,
indeed at times almost brusque, he opened up into something like an
extended monologue. Penny generally regarded the ability of men to
take over discussions as one of their less endearing traits. But with Bill
it seemed as if she had got past his ‘defences’ so she was quite happy
to let him continue, with only the odd ‘Yes’, ‘Oh really?’ and ‘If
only… ‘ to act as encouragement.
Truth to tell Penny had no prior awareness of the ruins at Friar’s
Ambling so was struggling to put Bill’s quite specific remarks into any
sort of context. But as he was talking about ‘misty presences’, ‘orbs’
and inexplicable voices being recorded on tape recorders and the like
which were not audible to the people there at the time then she could
follow the gist of what the paranormal activities included. Indeed far
more of them than she’d heard about at any other location where
paranormal ‘vigils’ had been held. Not that she’d taken part in any
herself, but she’d read reports shared among such enthusiasts and even
spoken with some of them at conferences or over the phone. That was
back in the days when people phoned each other rather than using
social media she realised – so probably at least ten years ago.
That Sunday afternoon stroll had taken place about three months ago.
And now here she was, in her little Hyundai Grand, with Bill in the
passenger seat, setting off to meet two chaps – known as ‘Marko’ and
‘Norman Castle’ – to take part in a vigil at Friar’s Ambling. All she
could really get out of Bill was that she’d get on well with both of
them. Marko was a work colleague who seemed to be Bill’s best
friend, in that the two of them met up for an after-work drink almost
every Tuesday. And ‘Norman Castle’ was the custodian of Friar’s
Ambling, and had lots of experience with all things paranormal. Penny
was intrigued but was concerned he might be a bit self-deluded.
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Bill said no one could remember Norman’s surname and, as the ruins
at Friar’s Ambling were built in the twelfth century then the nickname
‘Norman Castle’ had simply stuck. Though Bill said more than once
that it was never really a castle, more a castellated hunting lodge built
by a very powerful landowner.
Having originally agreed to take part in the vigil, Penny now realised
that she was about to spend most of the night with three men, one of
whom in all honesty she barely knew and two she had never met, one
of whom might be a bit of a nutcase. And it wasn’t as if she could
quickly get in her car and leave, as Bill was relying on her for a lift to
get back to Brindlecliffe. She had a quick think about which of her
friends she might phone at, say, two in the morning and quickly
concluded that none of them would welcome being woken up at that
time. And all of them lived at least sixty miles away. Bill was telling her
about Marko’s skills as a scuba diver. Here’s hoping Marko is as levelheaded about paranormal encounters as he must be when diving
thought Penny, letting Bill carry on talking.
Soon after they turned off the Coast Road and approached the edge of
the surprisingly attractive village of Friar’s Ambling. Bill was now in
work mode, talking about how he and Marko were involved in
creating a two-foot gauge railway for a sand mining museum. But he
hadn’t explained very much before they’d got to the car park and he’d
told her to park next to a rather elderly Subaru Forester, which Bill
recognised as Marko’s car.
Bill, it seemed to Penny, was less unsettled after he’d started talking
about his work. As he’d never been on a paranormal vigil before – yet
had asked Marko to set up this session with Norman, which had taken
several months – it was, suspected Penny, probably quite reasonable
that he would be unsettled. Though would never have shared such
feelings with her. Indeed, he never seemed to share any feelings other
than a rather formal way of saying he enjoyed their walks and other
meetings.
Bill spotted two people walking away from them about two hundred
yards away. Even from that distance there was a marked difference in
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height. One was tall and the other unusually short for a man. They
stopped and were in deep conversation. While they walked closer Bill
explained to Penny that Marko and Norman were standing where the
new platform would soon be built – initially for the sand pit museum’s
two-foot gauge line but later for the three-foot track too.
Penny surmised that the taller chap – probably over six feet in height
and with long grey hair tied back neatly in a pony tale – must be
Marko the scuba diver, while the shorter and younger man was
Norman, the custodian of the ruins. As they came close Bill introduced
Penny as ‘Miss Drayton’. Rather surprised by Bill’s formality she
quickly responded that she was happy to be called Penny, but didn’t
correct Bill’s error in calling her ‘miss’. She was Mrs Penny Drayton,
though – as she had never had a reason to mention her late husband to
Bill – it was a natural mistake.
In the midst of this unexpected way of being introduced she wasn’t
entirely sure whether Bill had introduced Marko as Norman or vice
versa. The taller man was already explaining to Penny that because of
the proximity to the twelfth century ruins then planning permission for
the platform and tracking-laying had been given on the condition there
was a full archaeological assessment, including a geophysical survey
followed by trial trenching. Several rectangles of recently-replaced
turf, seemingly one metre in width though of variable length, indicated
that the trial trenches had been dug and back-filled.
The person she thought was Marko but was now rather unsure
continued by explaining that the footings of walls had been recorded
but there were was almost no dating evidence – only a late eighteenth
century coin, but from a context which might have been from the
demolition of the building rather than its construction or use. He then
reached into a pocket and brought out what seemed to be several car
radio aerials, but which quickly transformed into a pair of L-shaped
dowsing rods. Without any delay he used the rods to confidently walk
over where the walls had been, following the footings between the
trenches and noting that there was another wall at right-angles which
was between the excavations. He thought that was an internal partition
within the same building.
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'Nixer' dowsing rods (www.indigogroup.co.uk/dowsing)
The shorter man asked if Norman thought it was a house. So Penny
had been wrong in her initial assumptions – Norman was the
unusually tall man while Marko was the more diminutive one. She
realised that Marko was almost the same height as herself. Not entirely
unprecedented but nevertheless unusual. Norman had replied that if it
had been occupied then there would have been fragments of pot and
bone, but none were found. ‘But,’ Norman continued, ‘I dowsed for
possible uses and it came back clearly as a dairy. More specifically
where cheeses were stored until they were mature or “ripe”. That
would make perfect sense for a stone-built structure as the temperature
would stay more constant.’
‘How can dowsing tell you that?’ asked Bill. ‘I’ve no idea,’ replied
Norman with a smile. ‘I don’t know how dowsing works, and I don’t
think anyone else does either. I just do it – and have been since my
early twenties.’ Penny thought that was an entirely honest response,
even if Bill visibly thought it was unhelpful.
Marko was asking what else Norman could tell about the site by
dowsing. The gist of his answer was to ask what Marko wanted to
know – he’d give it a go. Marko didn’t respond with any specifics so
Norman continued by saying the more he’d developed the ability to
dowse the more it seemed like being psychic. ‘I just need to focus on
a specific question – preferably one with a yes/no or quantifiable
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answer, such as a date – and stay mentally focused.’ He broke off to
suggest they begin walking over to the ruins.
Norman and Marko led the way, talking quite intently. Bill walked
closely behind, clearly trying to catch as much as possible of what
Norman was saying. Penny was happy to walk a short way behind the
three men, even though it meant she only caught some of what was
being said. She knew from personal experience what Norman was
trying to describe – although she couldn’t have put it as clearly or
authoritatively as Norman was able.
They reached the ticket office and shop for the ruins and Norman said
‘Excuse me while I go in and turn off the alarms, and pick up the last
of the equipment.’
After he returned the four of them went through the main entrance into
the roofless interior. The walls went up to three or four storeys so there
was a real sense of being enclosed. Unlike Marko and Bill she had
never been there before, which surprised Norman. She explained it
was less than a year since she’d moved to Brindlecliffe from
Leicestershire so had yet to visit all the local attractions.
Bill asked far too many questions about ‘the equipment’ – several
video cameras of different makes and vintages, including one using
VHS tapes, a 1970s Revox reel-to-reel tape recorder, and a selection of
smart phones which would be set to record video. Norman was also
carrying a couple of digital cameras of different makes, one an SLR and
the other a ‘point-and-shoot’ type. Norman said it was important to
record on as many different types of technology as possible. He then
asked the others to help take the gear to where he wanted it setting up.
Penny found herself with a tripod in each hand, both with rather
expensive-looking video cameras mounted on top.
While unsure what the vigil actually entailed, Penny got the
impression that it would mostly involve setting up the equipment to
record and then monitoring things like battery life. Norman was rather
dismissive of the two cameras Penny had in her safekeeping because
the batteries went flat in about twenty minutes so needed changing far
too often. And he’d only got two sets of spares for each as the battery
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packs cost a small fortune. Bill asked if the cameras had mains
adapters and Norman said ‘Yes. But the only electricity in the ruins is
for a couple of emergency exit signs, so that doesn’t help. Though a
couple of car batteries and a pair of inverters might.’
Bill made a wry remark to the effect that twelfth century hunting lodges
wouldn’t have had any of the mod cons that are perfectly normal in
just about every home in the country now. Norman responded
‘Indeed, we all live in much better homes than kings and queens did
even 150 years ago. Hate to think about the living conditions then of
people who were peasants, as I would have been back then.’ Marko
laughed and spoke directly to Penny. ‘Would you like to have been a
queen in a palace like this?’
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It was the first of several occasions that night when Penny felt Marko
was making a deliberate attempt to include her in the conversations.
She didn’t feel patronised by his efforts – she surmised that he had
considerable experience as a team leader who needed to encourage
people. Though after a time she began to feel it was a subtle way of
chatting her up. After all he must only rarely meet women who didn’t
tower over him. She was mildly flattered that this might be the case but
resolved to drop into the conversation some clues as to her age. She
rather thought she might be old enough to be Marko’s mother as he
was almost a generation younger than the others present.
Norman seemed to be a few years younger than Bill and herself
although, as the sky had darkened to an almost violet tint, it was
difficult to confirm. They had all fallen silent to watch at least four bats
– two larger and long-eared ones and two smaller ones – flit
dramatically over the grass inside the ruins. By keeping perfectly still
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the bats passed closer and closer until at times they were only just
above head height.
‘Wonderful as the bats are,’ interrupted Norman after a few minutes,
‘we’d better press on.’ At that moment the ghostly white wings of a
barn owl flew across where the bats had been circling before rising up
steeply towards the top of the walls and disappearing from view.
Although Penny thought it had apparently merged into the wall,
perhaps there was a nest up there.
In response to a question from Marko that Penny hadn’t heard,
Norman was talking about Hikey Sprites. Seems this was the local
name in Norfolk for goblins, pixies, elves and such like. Norman knew
this name was also pronounced as Hyper Sprites, Hyty Sprites, Highty
Sprightys, and even Hike Sprikes. In response to another comment
from Marko, Norman said he didn’t have names for the different types
of entities they might encounter, but just referred to them collectively
as hauntlings, geists and ilk-kin. Bill asked where those names came
from and Norman simply said ‘I made them up!’ Bill’s response was to
ask if these were the same as spooks, to which Norman replied ‘Well
they could be – it all depends on what you think a spook is or isn’t.’
Penny was surprised at Norman’s down-to-earth approach to an aspect
of the paranormal which, frankly, seemed to be taken far too seriously
and pedantically by most researchers.
The air had got decidedly chillier and Penny did up the zip on her
anorak and then put up the hood, doing up the poppers on the chin
strap. This triggered a small outbreak of hat-donning. Marko looked
more like a watersports enthusiast with his knitted beanie hat, while
Bill donned a tweed cap which appeared to be of considerable
vintage. It was the style Penny had long-ago thought of as a ‘rat
catcher’. Bill’s gaunt features and traditional clothing gave the
impression of someone she might have encountered when a child in
the 1950s. It was almost as if Bill was dressed the same way as his
father – or even grandfather – might have done.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Rather cold, and more tired than she’d expected, the sky was
brightening in the east as Penny drove Bill back to Brindlecliffe. She
need not have been concerned about being out all night with three
men, two of whom she’d never met before. All three of them had a
remarkable outlook on life, although she struggled to work out what
each of them had in common other than an interest in doing a
paranormal vigil in the ruins of a twelfth century building.
Marko’s ability to avoid being unduly concerned by the more scary
moments inside the rooms of the ruin – and there’d certainly been
enough of them – had been especially reassuring. Amazingly Marko
retained the ability to invent witty remarks throughout without giving
the impression he wasn’t taking everything seriously. Perhaps being
surrounded by unpredictable paranormal activities was light relief to
someone trained to deal with any life-threatening eventuality while
diving. Whatever, she was especially grateful he had been there.
Bill was talking almost non-stop, asking a whole series of questions
about how what they had witnessed might have come about, then
trying to answer his own questions with several tentative answers.
Penny didn’t have any answers to offer and was too tired to strive very
hard to engage with Bill’s remarks. She was intrigued to have seen so
many ‘orbs’ – or whatever the scintillations might be. Seemingly
Norman saw far more of these than the others and she did wonder if
his experiences as a psychic made him ‘see’ what was not necessarily
visible to others. To be honest, mused Penny, it was almost as if the
anomalous phenomena were drawn towards Norman, or even, in
some ineffable manner, his psychic abilities were helping cause them.
None of this fitted with Bill’s near-monologue and she felt no need to
confuse him even more by sharing these speculations. After all, she
still recalled how almost mind-blowing it was to first learn how to
dowse. That was a long time ago – late in the 1970s – at the then littleknown Hawkwood College on the hill above Stroud. A weekend
course run by the British Society of Dowsers. The tutors were Michael
Rust and his wife. What was her name? Was it Deirdre?
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The country house which became Hawkwood College.
They were approaching the street where St Edmund’s Court was
situated so Penny interrupted Bill to say that they must meet up for a
stroll at the weekend to discuss things further. ‘Oh, yes, we must!’
replied Bill with an enthusiasm he’d never shown before. Penny took
this as a sign he wanted to talk about the vigil rather than any
increased interest in her. But, whatever, he had a ‘curious mind’ and
made interesting company.
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Kvetsalcoadjlsaga
Marko was, as always, the last to leave the swimming baths. After a
few joking farewells in the car park he got in his car and started the
drive home. He missed Dave being in the classes. Truth to tell Dave
had long since learnt everything Marko could teach him and gained all
the safety certificates for diving. But Dave had kept coming ‘to keep his
hand in’, as he put it. And Marko had welcomed his assistance when
setting up and putting away. Indeed, there had been a few times when
Marko knew he’d might be running tight on time to arrive and
arranged with Dave for him to take charge of the setting up.
Marko rather hoped that Dave didn’t actually feel he’d been put upon,
even though he said to Marko several times that wasn’t the case. While
the rest of the trainees were more than willing to help with any setting
out if asked, so far none of them seemed willing to take the initiative as
Dave had done. But Marko realised that some of them should gain that
confidence in coming months.
Dave couldn’t come on Tuesday evenings very often now as he’d
joined a Viking re-enactment society. Their main aim was to create a
version of the Shetland winter festival of Up Helly Aa on the beach
near Eaton St Torpid – complete with burning a replica longship. And
the group opted to meet on Tuesday evenings, clashing with Marko’s
training sessions.
Seems from what Dave had said to Marko the ‘weekend Vikings’ were
taking the whole shebang quite seriously, growing unkempt beards
and hair as well as making or buying suitable war axes, swords, shields
and cloaks. Those with a bit more money were buying helmets or
talking about commissioning mail shirts – though these were heavy
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Up Helly Aa, Shetland.
enough for some of the lads, hefty as they were, to doubt if they could
stand up in them for very long. To practice the combat moves they had
arranged to use the land at Friar’s Ambling which had been acquired
to form a sand mining museum. Once the museum’s security fences
had been put up they planned to start building the longship there.
However if the weather was wet the combat training sessions were
cancelled for that week, enabling Dave to make it to the diving
sessions. Marko made a point of saying to Dave that he wouldn’t have
got as wet if he’d done the combat re-enactment instead. But they
remained on good terms and Dave suggested to Marko each time that
he should stop off at the pub in Friar’s Ambling where the Vikings went
for a drink afterwards. As Dave said, the Coffin Handles was only a
few hundred yards from the coast road Marko used to get home.
Now the pub’s sign clearly shows a White Lion. But the locals always
call it by its nickname, which refers to the impressive brass handles on
the front doors. As the diving training had finished in good time it was
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only just after 9.30 when he left the car park. So no reason not to stop
off and get to know Dave’s group.
Marko pulled one of the door handles open and initially thought that
the Vikings must have already gone as he was expecting to hear a
rather rowdy group of blokes. But he walked into the lounge area and
there they were – at least a dozen chaps, many with impressive hair
and beards, sitting almost silently in a rough-and-ready circle and
looking very attentively at Dave, who had his back to the rest of the
room. Realising that his friends were casting glances beyond him,
when the entrance door audibly shut Dave stopped speaking and
looked to see who might have come into the bar.
‘Marko!’ Dave shouted with a big smile on his face. ‘You’ve come to
our rescue. We were just having a bit of a crisis meeting.’
‘What’s happened that a dozen blokes twice my size can’t sort out?’
Marko laughingly responded ‘Have Norwich Rugby Club declared allout war on you?’
‘No Marko, worse that that!’ Dave paused for dramatic effect. ‘Cynthia
at The Alex has got wind of us.’
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Marko looked Dave dead in the eyes from just a few feet away and
stayed silent for as long as he dared. ‘Oh,’ Marko said with deadpan
sincerity, ‘that is so much worse. Yes, I agree this requires a war
cabinet to be set up to organise your defences.’
There was a predictable roar of laughter. Dave introduced Marko to
the group. Turns out there were a couple of volunteers from Bill’s
workshop among them and a guy called ‘Old Ben‘ – who looked
younger than Marko, to be honest – who had recently taken up the
role of cook on the railway’s idiosyncratic dining car service. Marko’s
face must have revealed that he thought ‘Old Ben’ was a bit confusing
as a name so the lad next to him said ‘Old Ben and I used to be in a
Star Wars cosplay society. He was Obi-Wan Kenobi, hence the
nickname.’ Marko had never taken any interest in sci-fi films so was
none the wiser.
Dave asked Marko to explain to those who didn’t already know
Cynthia what the problem might be. Marko tactfully avoided all the
low-hanging fruit about her difficult personality and simply said
‘Cynthia’s easy to get along with. Just agree with all her completely
OTT ideas and you can sleep safely in your beds at night. It’s so much
easier than any other options.’
‘Thanks Marko,’ Dave responded. ‘That very neatly sums up our
predicament.’ More laughter. The group shuffled seats to make room
for Marko and the chap on the far side of Dave offered to get him a
drink – Marko asked for his customary ginger beer – and several of the
others took the opportunity to refresh their glasses. Before everyone
had settled down again Dave outlined the ‘story so far’ to Marko.
Seems Cynthia was entirely supportive of the group’s plans. Indeed,
she thought the Up Helly Aa was exactly what Eaton needed and was
more than happy to organise an exhibition at The Alex themed around
Scandinavian art which would coincide with the festival itself. She
even wanted to create a trail of Viking chessmen – each about a metre
or more high and made from white GRP – based on one of the Lewis
chessmen. Different artists could paint each one in distinctive ways.
These would then be sited around the area for visitors to ‘discover’
before being auctioned off for charity at the end of the summer.
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Above: Two of the swan sculptures in
Wells during summer 2012.
Left: Actual
Lewis chessman.
Right: Chessman
sculpture
painted in the
style of Michael
de Forge.
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‘Ah, yes,’ said Marko. ‘I remember seeing that done with swans in
Wells – the one in Somerset, not our one next the sea – a few years
back.’
‘Seems to have been lots over the years according to Cynthia,’
responded Dave. ‘Lions at Windsor, pigs at Bristol, bears at Sheffield,
even owls and snails.’
‘Presumably Cynthia’s not expecting this group to organise all this?’
Marko enquired.
‘Oh no, certainly not.’ answered Dave. ‘Wouldn’t be happening if that
was the case. Almost the opposite really – Cynthia seems to take
charge of the whole proceedings. If we’re not careful our group will
just be some sort of walk-on extras.’
Marko laughed. ‘Yes, that’s Cynthia all over. Takes maximum credit for
everyone else’s inspirations. But if you keep control over your part of
the proceedings and work with her then she’ll generate publicity and
even grants that you would be unlikely to know about or pull off. She
may be challenging at times, but she has her uses.’
Dave nodded. ‘And I have to admit that she does have ideas of her
own. She even suggested how you might take part.’ Dave stopped and
looked directly at Marko.
‘What! What cunning plan has she concocted now to get her revenge
on me? Surely she doesn’t expect me to join in with a bunch of Viking
warriors all at least a foot taller than me?’
‘No, no Marko, she’s not picking on you. She wants you to be the star
of the show all in your own right. Or at least one of the shows. She
suggested you would make a great bard, recounting the sagas.’
‘Strewth! Didn’t see that one coming, for sure.’ Marko paused. ‘Well,
so long as I don’t have to sing them then some of the audience might
just stay to the end,’ Marko riposted. ‘Not that I know any of the sagas,
has to be said, but no doubt that can be sorted.’ Marko cast his eyes
around the circle of chaps. ‘Anyone in the group recommend any
good ones?’
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‘’Well,’ chipped in Dave quickly. ‘No doubt we could. But we were
thinking it might be better to come up with our own. A bit of a spoof
one, but nevertheless turns out it might be based on what actually
happened.’
The bartender rather pointedly asked for last orders, so the group took
it as a hint to drink up and get on their way. Dave asked Marko if he
could stop by again next Tuesday then he’d go through this idea, to
which Marko agreed.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Marko was pretty sure he had never before thought about being a bard
with a bunch of Viking re-enactors. Or even anything close. But, he
said to himself, he’d been asked to do worse things. And, he was well
aware, he had yet to actually say he’d agreed to Dave’s request. But
Dave was a good chap and Marko realised that he owed him some
support. The rest of the lads seemed OK too. Actually, thought Marko,
good on Dave for seeming to be the leader of the group – just the sort
of experience which would do him good as he was never going to
develop his seemingly-natural leadership skills while he carried on
working as a delivery driver.
Before agreeing to anything though Marko realised he’d best find out
first-hand what Cynthia had been cooking up. The next day at
lunchtime he wandered off to The Alex. As he expected, Cynthia was
manning the counter. ‘There’s a surprise!’ she said with mock
bemusement. ‘I was only talking about you last week. You’ve not set
foot inside here for months and then you turn up.’
‘Could it be that you were talking to Dave?’ Cynthia said nothing and
kept a deadpan look on her face. ‘About promoting me to the
challenging role of recounting Scandinavian sagas?’ Marko enquired.
‘Oh well, I might have just suggested it in passing,’ Cynthia
unconvincingly replied. ‘Though I’m sure it was Dave just asking me if
it was a good idea.’
‘Yea, right, as if… ‘ Marko stifled a more cutting remark which had
gone through his mind. ‘Wouldn’t it have been better if you had,
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ahmm, “volunteered” someone who actually knew some
Scandinavian sagas. Or one of the storytellers you book for sessions
here and at the library?’
‘No, Marko, not the storytellers,’ Cynthia said in her more authoritative
voice. ‘Firstly because I had already asked if any of them had done any
performances of the sagas and they all said they hadn’t.’
‘But presumably they could learn one or more – and more easily than
me,’ responded Marko.
‘Oh, yes, several of them were up for adding a saga or three to their
repertoire,’ replied Cynthia. ‘But that wouldn’t overcome the
underlying problem with storytellers.’
Cynthia paused. Marko waited but Cynthia did not continue. ‘Come
on then, spill the beans. What’s your beef with storytellers?’
‘Marko, I couldn’t have put it any better.’
Marko was even more perplexed. Cynthia paused another moment
before saying ‘You just pop out jokes and puns without trying – most
of them somewhat irreverent too. The storytellers take themselves
much too seriously. So far as I’m aware they can’t improvise, still less
improvise amusing remarks in the moment. They’d get nowhere trying
to keep a boat-full of ale-swilling Viking warriors amused.’
‘I don’t know about you Marko,’ Cynthia continued in a slightly
hammed-up manner. ‘But I get the collywobbles when someone gets
up and says they’re going to tell a story. You just know they’re going to
do some long-winded adjuration which ends with something like “And
now don’t forget children, always do what Mummy says.” These days
it’s more likely to be some save-the-planet moralising, such as “Don’t
forget, children, always recycle your plastic bottles and turn the light
off when you’ve finished in the bathroom.”
Marko smiled. Cynthia may be challenging but to her credit she did
have a well-honed knack of making very accurate cutting remarks.
Cynthia needed no encouragement to continue riding her high horse.
‘We always know it’ll be a story where everything happens three
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The Gong Scourers morris team, Eastbourne August 2009.
times, because that’s what makes the stories into fairy stories. A
princess doesn’t just get her kit off and get laid – sorry, she doesn’t just
get “kissed” – if the prince met her at a posh meal in a palace. He has
to get stuck in a hawthorn hedge and then swing through the air on a
rope with a box of chocolates between his teeth. And how oldfashioned is that?’
Cynthia paused briefly for breath before really getting into her stride.
‘And “proper” storytellers of course can’t resist doing different voices
for all the characters.’ Emulating the relevant voices – much to Marko’s
amusement – without pausing she continued ‘So the Princess is all
squeaky and high-pitched, while the baddy is gruff and husky.’
‘Are you sure you don’t have an alter ego who does storytelling?’
Marko responded. ‘You seem to be very good at doing the voices.’
‘Marko! You’re just being naughty. If you don’t behave I will volunteer
you for a stint of gong scouring. Which is much worse than you might
think… ‘
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Marko managed to establish that Cynthia was aware the re-enactors –
the ‘Ambling Vikings’ as she’d wittily dubbed them, after the place
where they were meeting – were working on a spoof saga. She wanted
to get her hands on the script as early as possible because, if it wasn’t
very well-written, she’d get one of the local authors to give it a onceover, or whatever might be needed. So she got Marko to promise to
share anything – on the q.t. – as soon as he could. Marko saw the
sense in that, although realised there was a risk that Cynthia might
want to take charge of the script – but being aware of her inclinations
was probably sufficient defence for the time being.
Cynthia then revealed to Marko that while she had volunteered him as
the bard, he shouldn’t worry about having to recite a whole saga.
What she really wanted to set up was a simple staging of the spoof
saga, mostly using the re-enactors as the cast. It would need a simple
replica longship, but they were planning on making one anyway.
‘That’s the real reason I want to see the script early on. If it’s got the
right sort of potential then I’ll get a bit of advice on how to turn it into
something which could be staged a bit like a “mystery play”.’
‘What, as in who-dunnits?’ queried Marko, trying to make ‘dunnits’
sound like ‘doughnuts’ but not quite pulling it off.
‘No, Marko. As in medieval mystery plays, when different city guilds
performed Bible stories on the back of carts and such like.’
Marko was only slightly the wiser, but felt he didn’t need to know
more.
‘You see,’ continued Cynthia enthusiastically, ‘although he doesn’t
know it yet, Graham – the Punch and Judy “professor” who has
worked the summer seasons round here for decades – is going to be
invited to make at least a couple of puppets. As you must know, in the
sagas there are two ravens – Huginn and Munnin – and I’m going to
insist that they’re part of the saga. And that Graham makes – and
operates them. I’ve got a small budget going spare so I can pay him –
he’s bound to agree if there’s some money around.’
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Marko was admiring the way Cynthia so naturally took over other
people’s ideas – even their lives, at least for a short while – if it suited
her. But he had to admit the idea of a ‘mummer’s play’ was so much
better than him trying to do it solo. No, it wasn’t a ‘mummer’s play’ it
was… Oh, whatever.
Cynthia was asking Marko to swear on his woggle that he wouldn’t say
a word to Graham. To be honest, although Marko was aware of him
performing his puppet shows in the station yard at Eaton and
elsewhere, he didn’t know his name before and their paths never
crossed. Cynthia had just made some disparaging remark about him
being a puppeteer who’d earned his living all these years as a Punch
and Judy professor but disliked children. Seems when he wasn’t
earning money his labour of love was a shadow puppet version of The
Tempest. Graham kept asking Cynthia when he could stage it at The
Alex. To which Cynthia kept saying ‘Oh yes, that will be wonderful
when I do a Shakespeare season.’ Without, she admitted ever telling
Graham that she had no plans to do a Shakespeare ‘season’ in any
shape or form.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
The following Tuesday Marko wasn’t able to get away from the
swimming baths quite so promptly. But he still stopped off at the Coffin
Handles on his way home, as he had promised Dave. Seems the reenactors had already discussed anything which involved the group
and were now chatting among themselves. As Marko arrived there
were enthusiastic greetings and the conversations steadily broke off.
After sorting Marko out for a drink the group re-formed in a circle, all
eyes on him.
‘So,’ Dave began, ‘We have been doing a bit to help you with being
our bard… ‘
‘Oh,’ said Marko with mock sincerity. ‘I wasn’t aware I’d agreed to
being your bard. I only thought you were sounding me out. I need an
official investiture before I can take up duties.’
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‘Well, yes, of course,’ Dave responded, picking up that Marko’s
strange sense of humour was coming to the fore.
‘I thought I might have to do an audition before you made a formal
request for my services,’ Marko continued.
‘Well, I don’t think there’s a need for that,’ Dave said.
‘Oh, that’s a shame,’ retorted Marko. ‘I’d come up with something I
thought rather suitable. It refers to pirates, but I’m sure we could
change it to Vikings.’
Without pausing Marko adopted a more formal pose, cleared his throat
dramatically then, in a louder and deeper voice than usual, said:
'Twas a dark and stormy night and the pirates sat in the stern of the
boat. The captain turned to the first mate and said, “Bosun, tell us a
story!” And the bosun said ''Twas a dark and stormy night and the
pirates sat in the stern of the boat. The captain turned to the first mate
and said, “Bosun, tell us a story!”’
Marko stopped and looked at Dave who managed a wry smile. ‘Shall
we feed him to the crocodile or shall we keep him?’ he asked the
group. Among the laughter was a remark that the crocodile ought to be
kept hungry in case they needed to ‘dispatch’ Cynthia down the
gangplank, which brought further laughter. There was agreement that
Marko’s audition may well be wide of the mark, but at least he’d
mentioned boats.
‘I hate to say this, Marko,’ Dave continued, ‘but we weren’t expecting
your bardic skills to be so advanced that you didn’t need any
assistance. Ian here,’ – and Dave pointed to a naturally red-hair chap
who looked decidedly like a Viking – ‘has been working on a spoof
saga. Well, up until a few weeks ago we thought it was a spoof, but
Old Ben discovered that an American professor of history has come up
with almost the same ideas. So it seems facts follow fiction. Or at least
the facts as this professor puts them together.’
As Dave and Ian recounted between them, one of the first sessions in
the Coffin Handles after the group got together involved a discussion
of how Vikings navigated across open water, and what they would do
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if they were blown a long way off-course by a storm. After some
admiration that the Vikings could reliably get from Iceland to
Greenland and back Ian had made the wry remark that they might only
have got to Newfoundland about AD 1000 by accident, having lost
their way in bad weather.
To which one of the others – Marko didn’t recall his name – had said
that if they’d got blown as far as Newfoundland then they might have
drifted further down the east coast of north America. Maybe as far as
the Caribbean someone else had suggested. These suggestions had
culminated in the seemingly daft idea that Vikings might have made it
all the way south to the Yucatan peninsula – where they met, not a
dragon, but Quetzalcoatl, the plumed serpent from whom almost all
Mesoamerican peoples claim descent. At which point Old Ben had
asked if there was a Scandinavian tale called Kvetsalcoadjlsaga.
Less than two weeks later Old Ben emailed the rest of the group to say
he’d come across an article online by a proper historian which made
almost exactly the same suggestions – and with visual evidence that at
least one Viking ship and more likely at least two had made it to
Yucatan. The only difference was that the author didn’t think this was
simply an accident, but was actually part of planned trading activities
by the Viking crews. The online article was, in essence, promoting the
author’s new book so Dave agreed to get hold of a copy and, after
reading it, lend it to the members of the group.
The bar steward once again took advantage of the brief lull in
conversation to ask for last orders. Ian said he had something written
out which he could email to Marko, and the group fairly quickly left
the pub, finishing off any conversations in the car park before
departing.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Ian’s covering message explained that the draft he’d attached to the
email was written before Old Ben had discovered the professor’s
article, and well before the idea of Marko being the group’s bard had
been put forward. So he’d written it as if he was speaking. He ended
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by saying it needed a complete rewrite, not least because there were
lots of historical details he could now add from the article.
Noggian’s the name. Don’t get a mention anywhere in the
saga of Eric the Red, even though we are closely related.
Must be related cos I’ve got the red bonce too. Just that
Thorstein wasn’t convinced that he’d bonked my mother
several moons before I was born. My mother swore to All
the Three that at the time he’d been too drunk to
remember.
So, perforce, I’ve tended to make my own way in life.
Keep away from the attentions of the storytellers, so to
speak, so get neither fame nor infamy. Helps to keep
moving on, buying and selling as I go. Happy to take on
the longer journeys that carry bigger risks but bigger
rewards. Not that I own a boat, you understand. I prefer to
buy up the cargo and find a ship and a crew who can be
persuaded – and sometimes it does take a little more
persuasion than I would consider necessary – to get the
goods where I want them taken.
Sinking a much-deserved flagon of ale. Nothing new there,
anyone who knows me will say. But this one’s more muchdeserved than many. I’ve spent the best part of all day
idling along the Dyflin dockside, trying to recruit crew for
a trip to Havbukta med Gressmarkene in the new-found
lands to the west. Really struggling to get an experienced
navigator. Without a good un’ this trip could go off course
big time. But not that many navigators have done the trip
so far north-west.
Or, perhaps best to say, not many have done the trip and
come back to Dyfin in the last few days. The only one
who’d been swore he’d never do that trip again and
planned to spend the rest of his days going no further than
the Elbe. Got sight of him on a boat casting off to go to
Dorestad at the mouth of the Rhine. Lots of trade, but too
much competition for easy money.
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Anyways so far the crew includes some old mates: 'Snowy'
Hrafnhayrd, 'Knutkrakr' Hardknutson, ‘Djdjdjkj’ Jotuntakl,
Djavj and Djkj Jotunbrow plus some lads who Knutkrakr
recommends but are new to me. Also new to me is the
captain. He seems to have a rather dubious reputation and
refers to himself as Djaks Karrow, though I find it hard to
believe that is the name his mother knows him by. Cagey
about everything, and seems to have disputed ownership
of his longship, so is keen to sail as soon as possible. It's
called the Hrafnperl and has seen better days.
I don’t fancy him as a captain, but he’s the nearest to a
navigator I’ve got so far. His lodestone looks the best I’ve
seen in many a while, almost certainly from one of the
more famous Arabian workshops. You have to wonder
how he came by it – me thinks not by legitimate means.
But, though it certainly looks the part, if you ask me – and
I know you didn’t, but what the feck – he ain’t got a clue
how to use it. Between him, his lodestone and my charts
and sunstone we ought to figure out the direction. Never
been one for lodestones myself, I learnt the basics of
navigation using only a sunstone. But the last trip back
from the new-found lands went best of all with both a
lodestone and a sunstone to set the way. I made sure to
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add some north points to my chart whenever I was fairly
certain of my position.
Hopefully by darkrise I'll have mustered or press-ganged
more crew. Seems flagons of mead are a good recruitment
tactic. Seems best not to mention that the food we’ll be
taking is mostly smoked herrings and black pudding.
Apparently my preferences for breakfast and supper aren’t
shared by all folks. Can’t imagine why. Huginn and
Muninn don’t hesitate to share my snap.
Aye, those two hrafn will be pleased to be on the rigging
of a ship called the Hrafnperl I’ll be sure. Got me out of
some tight corners they have, when it’s difficult to see land
from the deck. From the height they fly land is visible at
least twenty more miles afar – and off they go in search of
fresher food. Trick is to keep a more-or-less constant eye
on them circling above, so as to spot the moment when
they start flying away. Then set course to follow them. Can
pretty much rely on them being back on the rigging again
by sundown – they rarely eat well enough by their own
endeavours to spend a night or two away.
Ian finished his email with a little explanation that Dyflin was the
Viking pronunciation of the Irish Duib linn, ‘the black pool’; now
known as Dublin. ‘Havbukta med Gressmarkene’ was his own way of
referring to L'Anse aux Meadows – just a fictional back-formation.
There is no evidence the area was known as L'Anse aux Meadows
(‘the bay with the grasslands’) before the 1860s French naval chart
dubbed it L'Anse à la Médée – perhaps named after a French naval
vessel called the Medea or Medusa, or a corruption of L'Anse aux
Méduses, which means ‘Jellyfish Cove’. But nevertheless it was fun to
change ‘the bay with the grasslands’ into Norwegian – Havbukta med
Gressmarkene – as it seemed to add veracity.
The thought passed through Marko’s mind that it’s a saga that's been
waiting for its time. He could easily imagine Noggian recounting it to
a longship crew, the warriors listening in rapt silence, sipping mead
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An illustration showing the now-lost fresco Mayan depicting a clinkerbuilt boat.
and munching on black pudding and smoked herrings, occasionally
giving a loud cheer and quaffing more mead at the climax of the more
dramatic moments and becoming more boisterous with each cheer
and wassail.
That said, Marko realised that, as written, Ian’s draft would be almost
impossible for him to pull off. But there were certainly lots of
wonderful material to adapt. Cynthia’s idea of giving some of the
re-enactors speaking roles would side-step many of the problems of it
being a long monologue.
Marko then followed Ian’s link to the professor’s online article. He was
especially taken by some of the details. L'Anse aux Meadows in
Newfoundland was so far north that the winters were harsh enough for
game to either hibernate or venture south. Indeed the archaeological
evidence suggested the site was only seasonally occupied by the
Norsemen too – almost certainly being a boat-repair facility for vessels
about to return to Greenland, laden with timber (trees were absent
from Greenland even then) and furs. Surviving bones included
caribou, wolf, fox, bear, lynx, marten, all types of birds and fish, seal,
whale and walrus. Probably the Norsemen hunted these themselves,
though they was some evidence they traded the distinctive red cloth
they wove in Greenland with the indigenous tribes.
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Seems there was real evidence the Vikings had ventured further south
as the history professor had picked up on the remains of butternuts at
L'Anse aux Meadows, which do not grow naturally north of New
Brunswick. So their presence clearly indicates the Norse inhabitants
travelled further south to obtain them.
And, from Mayan city of Chichén Itzá, two frescoes are known from
illustrations made by archaeologists, although the frescoes themselves
have not survived. One depicted a plank-built boat very much like
Scandinavian boats of the time but this method of construction was
unknown in the New World at the time. And the other showed
prisoners of war with blond hair, light eyes and pale skin thrown into
the water to drown. Less conclusively Vikings, but certainly consistent.
So the seemingly bonkers idea that Norsemen from Greenland had
been blown off-course to the Yucatan peninsula was not so bonkers
after all – the Greenlanders had just traded all the way down the east
coast of America.
Marko wryly thought of the Vikings enjoying mugs of hot chocolate on
their way back to Newfoundland. Perhaps hot chocolate with a drop
of mead in it – must test out that idea with Dave’s mates.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
A few weeks later, at about the usual time on a Tuesday, Marko
walked into the bar at the Coffin Handles to discover that, as a way of
winding down after practising armed combat, the Vikings were
discussing Noggin the Nog. Seems nearly all of them remembered the
children’s TV series from the 1960s – though mostly from repeats in
the 1980s – but only a few knew that the characters were inspired by
the Isle of Lewis chessmen carved in the twelfth century from walrus
ivory. Even before saying ‘Hello’, Marko chipped in with ‘That’ll be
Peter Firmin then – he did the drawings and Oliver Postgate did the
scripts and the narration. The pair of them also did Ivor the Engine,
Bagpuss, The Clangers and Pogles' Wood.’
After being told he was a know-all and show-off the conversation
restarted by Dave asking Marko if he had any bright ideas how they
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might get the longship from where they planned to build it, here at
Friar’s Ambling, to the beach at Eaton St Torpid. Other than hiring a
large artic, for which they didn’t have the budget.
Marko said that Sid and Alf Barrett had been very helpful when the
‘Tommy was a Punk Engine’ event had been staged at Whittlecreek, so
it might be worth chatting to them. Dave thanked Marko. ‘But,’
continued Marko, ‘that will only get you to the turning circle by the
takeaways. How you going to get it over the sea defences?’
‘Good question,’ Old Ben chipped in. About a dozen Vikings
collectively ummed and erred for a few moments.
‘What if,’ Marko proposed, ‘instead of making the longship replica
here you make it in the station yard at Eaton?’
‘Could you arrange that?’ asked one of the Vikings who Marko knew
was a volunteer at the railway’s workshop adjoining that yard.
‘Well, I could ask. With any luck Bill would let you use some of the
equipment in his workshop, should you need to.’
‘Oh, yes, that would be wicked,’ the volunteer responded.
‘But,’ said Old Ben, ‘that saves us getting from here to Eaton. But we
still need to get from the railway yard to the beach.’
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The Viking 'charabanc',
with two hogsheads of ale
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‘Any chance you could shift the venue from Eaton beach to St Torpid’s
Bay?’ Marko paused. But no one said ‘No’. Dave eventually asked
‘Why?’ ‘That way,’ resumed Marko, ‘you could take the longship to the
beach by train as the track there is elevated over the sea defences. OK,
there’s a bit of a drop from the track to the beach, but I guess it’s easier
to lower something heavy than raise it up.’
‘Isn’t it just!’ chipped in Dave.
Several conversations broke out at the same time. But there was soon
broad agreement that this might make perfect sense. Not least because
the car parking and toilets at St Torpid’s Bay were more suited to a
significant number of people turning up. The volunteer – Marko still
couldn’t remember his name – said that there was even a pair of
single-axle bogies in working order which were earmarked for a
wagon which had yet to be built. If they could build the longship on
top of those then it would save having to get the replica vessel onto a
wagon. Marko simply said that he’d have to check all that out with
Bill. But to say to Bill that he’d already spoken to Marko about it, and
Marko was happy, as otherwise Bill wouldn’t make a definite decision
as he usually checked anything unusual with Marko first.
And so the ‘Viking charabanc’ came about. So called, not because it
looked like a charabanc, but because the bogies were intended for a
charabanc-style carriage that was yet to be built, apart from the bonnet
and mudguards.
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The Uncanny
After checking Marko was ‘OK for pop’ – he was sipping at a glass of
ginger beer, as usual – Bill went over to the bar to order a pint of bitter
and a packet of crisps. Salt and vinegar, as always. Bill was not, shall
we say, prone to innovation.
‘You’ll be pleased to know that the hydrostatic transmission on the
new tram loco seems to be working,’ Bill informed Marko as he
walked back to their table on the far side of the room to the bar. ‘Have
to admit I’ve never had to deal with high-pressure hydraulics before,
so I’m really pleased Jeff took the lead with the project.’
‘That’s good news,’ responded Marko. ‘Have you done any track
testing yet?’
‘Oh, no, we’ve not fitted the controls into the cab yet. Indeed we’re
still working on the cab. Though as that’s mostly wood it’s a different
team of volunteers and they’ve got a bit behind as several of them have
had things crop up which needed dealing with. One of them lost his
wife only a month ago.’
‘That expression always makes me smile. Though I know it shouldn’t.
“Losing” someone does sound like they might be found again any time
soon.’
‘I didn’t mean it in that sense Marko,’ replied Bill, clearly a little
offended.
‘Where would we be without hydraulics?’ deflected Marko, realising
Bill never did get the difference between literal expressions and
metaphorical ones used as figures-of-speech.
‘Indeed. No mechanised coal mining, no JCBs on building sites, no
efficient farm equipment, much less effective plastics moulding
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machines, and I wouldn’t like to think how much else besides,’ Bill
answered. ‘And it was all possible because of the invention of hard
chrome plating.’
‘Really?’ Marko queried. ‘Why’s that?’
‘It’s rather simple really, at least the concept is,’ Bill continued.
‘Because of the pressures involved in hydraulics the tolerances of the
seals need to be very precise. Any grit and dirt could cause wear,
making the critical seals fail. But chrome is one of the hardest of metals
and – when applied in the special way developed for hard chrome
plating – makes the steel underneath the plated coating resistant to
wear.’
‘I see,’ Marko responded, struggling to keep up with this new insight.
‘My father knew the man who developed the process for hard chrome
plating.’ Marko realised that Bill was now in his element and let him
carry on talking, with just a few nods of the head to encourage him.
‘Must have been in the early 1950s. Having come up with the idea the
inventor – I seem to think his name was Goodman – bought an existing
electroplating company in Nottingham – I have no idea of the name –
and developed the process commercially.’
Marko was surprised at Bill’s admission of forgetting the name of the
company. He was used to Bill remembering even the most obscure
names. Marko realised that presumably Bill had never known the
name of the business. Bill was still continuing with his monologue, not
looking at Marko directly. Marko smiled and nodded anyway,
encouraging his friend to continue.
‘Initially most of the business was for the National Coal Board who
were introducing hydraulic pit props and mechanised coal extraction
– long-wall cutters and conveyor belts and so forth. You can imagine
that the dust in a mine would quickly cause wear on moving parts if
they weren’t really abrasion resistant.’
‘Indeed,’ was all that Marko felt he needed to say.
‘What Mr Goodman had not envisaged is that a small-time
manufacturer of farm trailers based in Rocester would invent a
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hydraulic-powered tipping trailer. Which needed the hard chrome
coating to make it resistant to farm use.’
‘And abuse, I imagine,’ Marko interjected.
‘And then,’ continued Bill without acknowledging Marko’s remark,
‘five years later, the farm equipment maker came up with a much more
complex arrangement of hydraulics to power the world’s first back-hoe
loader. And that was so successful the demand for hard chromed
hydraulic parts increased exponentially.’
Bill paused and, for once looked at Marko. Unusually Marko seemed
lost for words.
‘Surely you know who the inventor of that back-hoe loader was,
Marko?’ Bill asked. Marko shook his head. ‘Joseph Cyril Bamford,’
prompted Bill. Marko still looked bemused. ‘Though only his initials
became synonymous with the vehicles,’ Bill more helpfully added.
‘Ah, of course, “JCB”! Why didn’t I see that one coming?’ Marko
laughed at himself. ‘Yes, I suppose without all the technology and
manufacturing techniques in place then building sites and farm yards
would not have become so mechanised from the 1950s onwards.’
‘Mr Bamford deserves all the credit he got. But Mr Goodman, so far as
I am aware, has been forgotten. But without his innovations in metal
plating then other peoples’ successes might never have happened, or
only at a later date.’ Bill then paused and reached for his crisps,
seeming to have come to a conclusion to his recollections.
‘Yes, I’m sure it takes lots of innovations to come together to make big
changes in manufacturing and what can be manufactured,’ Marko
added in a rather rambling manner.
Bill paused for even longer than usual. Marko suspected he knew why
and didn’t interrupt. This was the first time he and Bill had met up
since the night at Friar’s Ambling ruins. Even though it was now almost
three weeks later and, hitherto, Marko had always met up with Bill in
the bar at Le Strange Arms every Tuesday. He knew Bill was unsettled
by any change to his routines and tried hard not to let him down.
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Marko wasn’t looking forward to discussing what had happened but
knew that it was inevitable the two of them would have to discuss it
this evening. The talk about hard chrome plating, Marko thought, may
well have just been Bill’s way of dealing with his own difficulties about
broaching the subject. Eventually Bill asked whether Marko still had
any bruises from when he took a tumble.
Marko himself paused. Truth to tell, he was struggling to face up to the
inevitable conversation about what had happened on the stairs. Not
only had he been physically shaken up – as anyone would be,
tumbling down a flight of stone stairs – but mentally he had no way of
coping with an experience which defied rational explanation. And
this, he thought wryly, from someone who never panicked when
dealing with unexpected situations while scuba diving. He was wellknown for his ability to keep calm and breathe slowly as his students
were trained to do – though they rarely succeeded if difficulties did
arise.
‘Are you alright Marko?’ Bill enquired, confused by his normally
quick-witted friend who had an immediate response to any remark. ‘Is
it something you would prefer not to talk about?’
‘Well, as you were the only other person there, I suppose you are the
only person who I can share any thoughts with,’ Marko
acknowledged. ‘I know you told Penny Drayton when she was driving
you home, but that evening is the only time I’ve met her and I doubt if
our paths will cross by accident, as it were.’
‘The bruises have gone now, thank you,’ Marko reassured Bill.
‘Thankfully there was nothing worse than that.’ Looking at Bill, even
though Bill, as usual, was avoiding eye contact. Marko continued ‘Are
you really sure I didn’t stumble on one of the steps near the top? It
didn’t feel like that to me. It really did feel like someone much larger
than me – and there’s plenty of them about, that’s for sure – had given
me a hefty push with his shoulder.’
‘I am inclined to think you were shoved by a ghostly presence Marko.
Norman the custodian says something similar has happened at least
twice before,’ Bill contributed. ‘He thinks it’s the ghost of Archbishop
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Stigand who owned most of Norfolk in the years before the Norman
Conquest and, unusually, retained his lands under William the
Conqueror. At least for a few years. He acquired the original house at
Friars Ambling and rebuilt it in the newly-fashionable Norman style.
Soon after that he fell out with the king and died in prison. It does
seem he wasn’t liked by the ordinary folk either and may have had the
nickname “Stronghand”.’
‘Maybe literally if he was in the habit of pushing people he didn’t like
down stone staircases,’ Marko observed. ‘Though what I did to annoy
his ghost I’ve no idea. Did you see someone – or something – push
me?’
‘No, Marko, I did not. I simply surmised that was the most likely
scenario. Though of course what Norman told us would have some
influence on my thinking.’
Marko was relieved. He would not want anyone else to have seen that
apparition. He himself was not sure he’d been shoved – though it felt
like it – or simply made an involuntary step backwards out of fear,
losing his balance as his foot failed to connect with the step below.
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Whether he was shoved or lost his footing was less important to Marko
at the time, he was simply relieved that he’d remained as relaxed as he
could be as he tumbled down the stone staircase and hadn’t broken
any bones. But the memory of what he saw in that second or less
wasn’t going to go away as quickly as the bruises had already done.
This pause in conversation was also broken by Bill. ‘Walter de la Mere
made an interesting remark to the effect that “Any event in this world
that seems to wear even the faintest cast or warp of strangeness, is apt
to leave a disproportionately sharp impression on one's senses.”’
‘Well, yes indeed,’ replied Marko. ‘That’s a rather fine way of putting
things. Certainly this particular “warp of strangeness” left a sharp
impression on me.’
Bill continued. ‘I must admit that I was brought up to think that only
material things are real. Everything else – whether thoughts or
something more paranormal – is never fully real, just something
constructed by human perception and thinking.’
Blimey, thought Marko, this is Bill at his most profound. Even by his
standards. But Marko just smiled and nodded.
‘But I came across a philosopher who wrote that this makes science
more like an exorcism,’ continued Bill.
‘Why’s that? Sounds rather dramatical for a philosopher!’ rejoined
Marko.
‘Well, the gist is, science aims to rid the mind – “exorcise” if you prefer
a stronger word – of anything that can't be understood in terms of laws
of physics. But, the philosopher asked, perhaps it's the dogma of
materialism needs to be exorcised from our minds.’ Bill paused but
Marko didn’t feel he was on the same level as Bill, so just nodded.
‘If done correctly, though it rarely is,’ Bill continued, ‘science is a
method of inquiry into the unknown. Results can't be known in
advance. Science is at its most useful when it changes our
understanding of the world. And materialism does not provide the best
understanding. Though outside the realms of nuclear physics and
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astronomy, there is little consensus on what a non-materialistic
understanding of the world might be based on.’
‘Indeed. I’m sure,’ offered Marko. ‘Vaguely reminds of the someone
from about a hundred years ago who devoted his life to phenomena
that scientists of the time couldn’t explain, or simply believed couldn’t
happen. His name was Charles Fort and I think the term “Fortean” is
still used by some people as a collective term for anomalous
phenomena.’
‘Oh, Marko, you have heard about Charles Fort too? Penny was trying
to tell me about him but she didn’t seem to be able to remember
much. She doesn’t have my sort of memory I’m afraid, though she does
seem to know a little bit about a great many things that I have never
come across.’
‘The thing about Fort was that he regarded so-called “anomalous
phenomena” as little different to the supposedly well-understood
“normal world”,’ contributed Marko. ‘Indeed, it’s almost as if Fort
wanted us to think about the ordinary world as just as anomalous,
despite any number of scientific explanationisms.’
Bill paused. ‘That sounds remarkably like something de la Mare said. I
can’t remember it exactly as I’ve only read it but it’s not the ghosts who
appear in his stories that are strange. It’s the sense of living in an
“ordinary world” which is even stranger. I wonder if de la Mare had
read anything Mr Fort had published?’
‘Not that good on dates of birth and death myself,’ acknowledged
Marko, ‘but I’m fairly sure de la Mare was born around the same time
as Charles Fort. The only reason I know is because H.P. Lovecraft is
also a close contemporary too, though a few years younger. I tend to
think of them all as the progeny of Henry James.’
Marko resisted the temptation to repeat his usual pun of referring to
Lovecraft as ‘H.P. Saucercraft’ as he knew it would only perplex Bill.
‘Let me get you another pint, Bill,’ Marko offered, deliberately trying to
break the thread of the conversation. ‘That one seems to have gone
down a bit quicker than usual for you.’
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‘You’re very kind, Marko. But no thank you. Clearly I’m a little more
thirsty than usual. But I feel I should pay for my own bad habits, not
someone else. Are you OK for pop?’
It was abundantly obvious that Marko’s glass was empty, so Marko
simply shrugged and smiled at Bill. ‘Seems not? Are you OK to fund
my bad habits just for one evening?’
‘Oh, I think I can manage that, Marko. Just this once.’
While Bill was at the bar Marko phoned Paul to say he would indeed
be arriving a little later than usual, and asked if he was OK to doing the
setting up. A few days ago, when Marko had arranged to meet up with
Bill, he’d made contact with the best of his diving students and said for
once his early evening meet up with Bill might run a little late. He led
Paul to believe it was something important about their work at the
railway which needed resolving.
Bill came back and asked if the phone call he’d taken was urgent. ‘No,
no, Bill. Just me making a call to check that it was OK if I arrived a
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little later than usual at the baths for the training session. To be fair, it’s
a good pretext to give the best of the lads a chance to prove to himself
he’s perfectly capable of doing the setting up. These days I’m only
really needed for the actual underwater sessions.’
‘Anyway Bill. What’s this I heard about Penny being hand-in-hand
with a ghost at the time?’ Marko intentionally wanted to change the
conversation now he had been reassured that Bill had not witnessed
everything at the top of the stairs.
‘Well, Marko, I can only tell you what she told me. The gist of it is that
while you were climbing the stairs Norman was telling Penny about
Queen Isabella, who was the wife of Edward II and banished to Friars
Ambling because of supporting a failed rebellion. I have to admit I
went to the library to check up on who she was as it wasn’t something
they taught us at school.’
‘Quite right,’ said Marko with a smile. ‘I seem to think the “failed
rebellion” was instigated by the queen and her lover. Not what the
present-day “royal family” would think appropriate for the school
curriculum.’
‘Well, Marko, don’t forget I went to school long before the present
curriculum. But I suppose the ideal of a happily married royal family
was already being promoted by the Queen Mother when I was a
youngster.’
‘Anyway,’ Marko interjected. ‘Let’s get back to what happened at the
vigil.’
‘So far as I can make out – I need to ask Penny again – Norman had
gone off to check the batteries on some of the equipment… ‘
‘Oh yes,’ said Marko, ‘he seemed to need to do that rather often. If
anyone was going to stage-manage any special effects then that would
be a perfect excuse.’
‘Marko, I don’t think Norman was doing any such thing.’
‘I agree fully, Bill. But Norman’s equipment did need rather a lot of
checking.’
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‘Indeed, that seemed to be the case. Penny says that she was on her
own, walking back towards the main entrance when she saw a woman
dressed in a dark full-length dress. Penny was somewhat surprised to
see her as she thought there was only the four of us, but says she didn’t
feel in the least frightened. She just assumed this woman was
Norman’s wife or a friend who had “dressed the part” and had arrived
before us.’
‘I thought there was only the four of us as well. And remember
Norman turned the alarms off just before we went in. So it seems
unlikely anyone was inside before us.’
‘Well, we have to assume Norman really did turn the alarms off and
wasn’t just going through the motions,’ Bill replied. ‘And he probably
knows about “dead spots” inside where the alarms are not triggered so
someone could remain undetected. But once I’ve reached the end of
Penny’s account I don’t think we need concern ourselves about any
such deceit.’
‘How was the woman dressed?’
‘Well, Marko, apart from the small torch Penny was using, there was
no other light, so – other than the woman’s dress fitting well – Penny
said it was difficult to make out many details. Penny says she doesn’t
know enough about medieval fashions but they seemed to be right for
the period. What Penny did notice,’ Bill continued, ‘is that the woman
must have been wearing a pomander, as there was a distinct smell of
both roses and sandalwood.’
‘Did I pick up correctly that the woman had a conversation with
Penny?’
‘Hardly a conversation, Marko, but she did speak. Twice. The woman
didn’t introduce herself but simply asked Penny if she would like to
see her garden and at the same time reached out her gloved hand as if
to guide her. Penny, now thinking this was some sort of re-enactment,
took her hand. She says the glove was more like fur than velvet and
seemed to have some embroidery.’
‘Moleskin?’
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‘Well, Marko, yes that would perhaps feel part-way between fur and
velvet. I hadn’t thought of that.’
‘But how many re-enactors go to the trouble of catching enough moles
to make a pair of gloves from? Not something you can buy on eBay. Or
at least I hope not,’ Marko rejoined.
‘Indeed I hope not too.’
‘What happened after that?’
‘Within a few yards of where they had met there was a doorway,
although no door. The woman let go of Penny’s hand and walked
through first. They were in a space surrounded by walls, lower than the
main ruins. The woman stopped and said, “It was once all around
here.” Penny turned to look around, trying to work out how it could
have once been a garden. And when she turned back to where the
woman was standing she was on her own.’
‘How long had this “look around” taken her?’ Marko enquired.
‘I didn’t ask her Marko. But I got the impression only a matter of
seconds.’
‘How did Penny feel at this point?’ Marko continued.
‘She says she wasn’t frightened. She just assumed the re-enactor had
learnt how to make a swift exit, expecting Penny to be disconcerted by
her disappearance.’
‘Was she?’
‘Not at that moment. She still thought this was a real woman. Only
after she went back and found Norman and told him she’d found his
companion – only for Norman to quite genuinely deny all knowledge
– did her knees go weak, as she put it.’
‘I can imagine,’ was all Marko felt able to say.
‘Norman then said he’d had almost the same experience himself a year
or so before, being taken by the hand into the same yard area and
being told this was where her garden had been. And quite frequently
when walking around the ruins – even when there hadn’t been visitors
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– he had encountered a whiff of roses that didn’t quite smell like roses.
Norman thanked Penny for picking up on the sandalwood oil – it did
fit his memory of the smells.’
‘Yes, amazing how well we can recall smells,’ Marko observed.
‘Norman then told Penny that he’d done some research and
discovered that Queen Isabelle did indeed have a large garden which
was mostly built over after her death.’
‘I wonder,’ mused Marko. ‘Whether Norman is, in some subtle way,
responsible for there being so many preternatural beings at the ruins.’
‘You’re not suggesting he’s, as you put, “stage-managing” special
effects?’ Bill replied. ‘I don’t think these experiences can be explained
away so easily.’
‘No, me neither,’ confirmed Marko. ‘And I don’t think, despite
something he said himself, it’s necessarily his psychic abilities which
are attracting them.’
‘So what is then, Marko?’
‘That he’s a really good custodian. He keeps the place very clean and
tidy. From what he said it wasn’t a trait his predecessor shared.’
‘Why would that have anything to do with whether or not there are
ghosts, or whatever we chose to call them?’ queried Bill ‘Wouldn’t
some dust and cobwebs suit them better?’
‘I think the dust and cobwebs come only from horror film set
designers. Not many people know this but in the Scandinavian sagas
there is an expression ganga alfrek. Now all this means literally is 'go
to drive the elves away'. Although bear in mind back then their ideas
about elves were a bit more complicated than ours.’
Bill for once looked directly at Marko.
‘However,’ continued Marko, ‘the context in which the phrase ganga
alfrek was used is that the person was going off to defecate.’ He
paused for dramatic effect. Bill remained silent. ‘You see, a dislike of
dirt or even untidiness are the traits of tutelary spirits around the world.
Many religions insist on “ritual purity”.’
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Bill remained silent but was no longer looking at Marko. Eventually he
said, ‘That’s really interesting Marko. I would never have realised that.
So by tidying and cleaning the ruins supernatural “spirits” might come
back as if they were guardians.’
‘Only they are not really supernatural,’ Marko countered. ‘In my book
they are “preternatural” – which means “beside nature” rather than
“above nature”. They are almost part of this world, just less often seen.’
‘Indeed more often heard than seen,’ Bill noted.
‘Or even smelt,’ Marko rejoined, ‘as with Norman’s awareness of the
roses and sandalwood oil pomander seemingly worn by Queen
Isabella.’
‘You’ve explained a lot to me tonight, Marko. I am very grateful. There
had been a lot I was struggling to – as you would put it – “get my head
around”. But aren’t you getting very late for the training session at the
baths?’
‘Oh, strewth, yes! I really am late now. If I don’t get a move on it’ll cost
me a round of drinks at the bar afterwards. Same time, same place,
next week then Bill?’
‘Yes, that would be good Marko. I’m much more settled knowing we
can meet up each Tuesday evening again.’
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Devil Dykes
Penny was still finishing her second mug of tea of the morning when
the doorbell rang, exactly at nine a.m. as Penny wryly noted as she
walked past the clock to open the door. Bill was a stickler for
punctuality.
In his hand was a briefcase seemingly as old as Bill himself. Penny
resisted asking if he’d brought cheese sandwiches. Knowing Bill’s
difficulties with any change to his daily routines, she suspected he
might have done, so said nothing. ‘Good morning Penny. I hope the
weather forecast on the radio turns out to be correct. If so we could
have pleasant weather all day.’
‘Good morning Bill. As you can see… ‘ Penny waved her hand at the
small table in the hallway ‘I’ve put out the OS map so you can follow
the route, as you suggested. And it may help if we decide to come
back from Ramsey using the back roads to avoid March.’
They went to the parking area for St Edmund’s Court and got into
Penny’s Hyundai Grand. She started her TomTom – her model of the
Grand wasn’t the top of the range ones which came with a built-in
satnav – and typed in the name of the first destination: Beachamwell.
As the route came on the screen she wrinkled her nose and said ‘We
won’t be going that way Sonny Boy. We’ve not got all day to use the
poor imitation of a ring road around Bishop’s Snoring. We’ll be going
along the rather good B-road to the east of Canidringham and I’ll only
start taking advice from you,’ pointing her finger rather like a school
m’aam at the satnav screen, ‘after we’ve got to the A47.’
Bill had never driven a car for nearly thirty years. Satellite navigation
was something he failed to properly understand. With a map he could
find his way anywhere so why did anyone think a handheld computer
could do better? He kept his thoughts to himself, although as they were
driving along he did find the sound of the computer-generated voice
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rather too intrusive. But talking back to a satnav was something new to
him. He wasn’t quite sure what to say, so ended up staying silent.
Bill noted that Penny took more interest in the satnav as soon as they’d
turned left onto the A47. ‘Are you happy to follow the satnav?’ he
asked Penny. ‘I can see from the map we’re getting close to the Devil’s
Dyke you wanted to see.’
‘Oh, excellent. Yes, do tell me when the road starts running parallel to
whatever is left of the earthwork so I can look for a field gateway and
pull over.’
They had dog-legged along the A1122 before finding a place to stop.
‘It’s bigger than I expected,’ said Penny. ‘And in places the ditch still
survives. But as it’s on the far side we can’t see it from here.’ Bill asked
Penny if she thought the Devil really had helped build the earthen
bank. ‘No, this bank was built long before people starting naming
ditches and banks after the Devil. That only started after the
Reformation and people stopped taking the Devil quite so seriously.’
‘Who did build it?’ Bill asked.
‘Well the archaeologists aren’t sure. For a long time they said it was
Anglo-Saxon as it runs either side of the Roman road that became the
A1122 which we just wiggled across. But then the experts began to
think that road existed in some shape or form before the Romans. So
the bank and ditch could originally have been Iron Age. There’s an
Iron Age hill fort just to north – I should have asked you to point it out
as we came through Narborough. Although judging by what we’re
looking at I’m sure the bank and ditch must have been maintained and
kept in shape for maybe as long as a thousand years.’
‘Is there a reason why you want to visit both the Devil’s Dykes in
Norfolk?’ Bill asked Penny as they got back into the car and she typed
Feltwell into the TomTom.
The satnav happily found Feltwell. But to Bill’s consternation the OS
map did not reveal where the Devils’ Dyke was. Penny told Bill to look
for Fossdyke or Fendyke, as it had various names. But that didn’t help.
Penny checked her notes. ‘Oh, let me see the map for a moment. The
dyke forms the parish boundary between Feltham and Weeting.’
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Part of the remains of the Devil's Dyke near Beachamwell.
Before handing over the map Bill pointed his finger and said ’Well it
must be that track there, running north-south and crossing the B-road.’
‘Yes indeed. The satnav is sending us via Methwold, so the B-road will
be the first right turn.’
‘Seems there’s even a roundabout,’ Bill added. ‘Or perhaps just a
triangular green in the road junction,’ he corrected himself.
Before setting off Penny read some more of her notes. ‘Seems the Devil
must have liked this part of Norfolk. Or needed to keep himself out of
mischief for some considerable time. At Croxton, to the north of
Thetford, is the Devil's Punch Bowl. And on a damp autumn evening
a circlet of mist forms around the summit, which is known as the
Devil's Nightcap. A few miles to the east of Thetford, at Garboldisham,
is a Devil's Ditch. That also runs north-south and straddles a main
road. We must go that way one day. And stop off in Thetford too as
The Mound has also been attributed to Old Nick. Back in the
nineteenth century people were unable to explain how or why The
Mound was built, so the story went about that – after he had finished
digging the Dyke – the Devil scraped his shoes at Thetford.’
‘Sadly historians have a different idea,’ Penny continued. ‘which is
much less imaginative. They say it is a twelfth century motte, part of a
Norman castle. It’s unusually large – the second largest man-made
mound in England.’
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The Devil's Dyke on the border of Cambridgeshire and Suffolk.
Constructed in the sixth and seventh centuries it runs seven-and-a-half
miles, from Reach to Woodditton and via the Newmarket racecourse.
A public right of way exists along the top. It survives up to 100 feet
high and is home to many wildlife species.
‘Which is the largest?’ wondered Bill, more to himself. ‘Well,’ Penny
replied, ‘I assume it would be Silbury Hill near Avebury, which dates
back to the later Neolithic.’
Bill realised that Penny knew much more about ancient monuments
than he did. Although it meant he felt unable to contribute to the
conversation he felt somewhat more settled to think that Penny was
something of an expert in her fields of interest.
‘We must have another outing to Thetford and the various Devil’s
Dykes around there,’ Penny proposed. ‘Although the better-known
Devil’s Dyke on Cambridgeshire-Suffolk border does seem rather too
far to go there and back in one day. Though it could be done, I
suppose.’ Bill just nodded, presumably in agreement that it would be
too far, though Penny wasn’t sure.
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Upwell. The tramway once ran along the road to the left.
Penny didn’t make any attempt to keep the conversation going. She
was trying to persuade the satnav to give her the shortest route to
Chatteris. But two linear drainage channels – each a hundred feet
wide, to judge by their names – had no bridges except to either the
north or the south. Bill had been studying the OS map. ‘If we take the
northerly route around Downham Market then I can show you where
Toby the Tram Engine used to run. Although when the line was still
running the stories about Thomas and friends had yet to be published.’
‘Oh, yes please!’ Penny replied with a big smile. ‘I never knew
Reverend Awdry’s railway stories had been based on somewhere real.’
The route from Feltwell to Upwell seemed rather dull to Penny, who
could not see much of interest in the flat Fenland landscape. So she
was more than a little surprised when they arrived in Outwell and
turned to follow the bank of a river – complete with moored boats. The
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two rows of houses which made up most of Outwell faced each other
as might happen in an historic market town – but instead of a linear
market place between them, there was a watercourse – the old course
of the River Nene. The same arrangement continued into the adjoining
village of Upwell, with Bill pointing out buildings which had been
associated with the one-time railway. More strictly, a tramway.
Leaving Upwell they picked up a B-road which was almost dead
straight for mile after mile. Penny could swear it must have been well
over five miles before there was a slight swerve. Indeed only a series of
three sharp corners making a dog-leg to cross one of the drainage
dykes interrupted the crow’s flight route to Chatteris.
The museum there proved to be tucked away rather inconspicuously
and there was no obvious place to park. Almost by chance Penny
stumbled on a car park near the church, with the museum visible on
the far side.
They were greeted by someone who seemed to double up as
receptionist for the council offices in the same building. After a brief
conversation they wandered around. The exhibits were much like
provincial museums the length and breadth of the country thought
Penny – more of interest to those who know the area well rather than
creating interest for those who do not know the locality.
Walking through to the back Penny realised why Bill had asked
specially to come here. Taking up much of the room was a working
model of the now-gone railway stations in the town. Clearly the model
of the town was a little compressed to fit in the available space –
perhaps always the case for model railways she presumed – but overall
it was rather nicely done. Bill added more information about the
locomotives and some of the rolling stock, but Penny wasn’t able to
add to his remarks apart from a few ‘Yes’es and ‘Oh really’s and one
slightly under-enthusiastic ‘That’s interesting.’
As they walked back to Penny’s car they discussed whether to look for
somewhere to have lunch in the town. But as it was barely midday
they decided to drive on and see if there was anywhere suitable on the
way to or in Ramsey. For this reason they deliberately followed the A82
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Ramsey church. The vicar and his assistant are on the right.
road going south-west before turning off at Warboys to head northwest to Ramsey. But only one pub came into view whereupon Bill said
he wasn’t too sure about whether he wanted a drink at lunchtime.
And, in response to her suggestion that he might have a mug of tea,
realised from his look that the only drink Bill considered drinking in
pubs was beer.
So they parked up in Ramsey and wandered around the few streets of
shops before going into one of the cafés. After perusing the menu they
both decided they could manage scrambled eggs on toast. Before
going back to the car they strolled to the impressive-looking church
and what was left of the medieval abbey gatehouse. The latter was
closed but the church was open. Two people, one presumably the
vicar, were using the pews nearest the entrance for some sort of office
activities, perhaps preparing the monthly parish magazine.
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The vicar started an innocuous conversation and his female assistant
looked up several times and smiled each time at Penny and Bill. Penny
was doing all the talking so Bill strolled towards the chancel, taking an
interest in some of the stained glass windows. Penny joined him soon
afterwards.
The car park at the rural life museum on the edge of town was
surprisingly busy for a weekday. But turns out Thursdays was when the
volunteers arrived to help out in whatever way – on the basis of what
could be seen this ranged from cleaning the exhibits to crafting a large
replacement wooden door for one of the buildings.
Bill compared the exhibits to bigger rural life museums in Suffolk and
the West Midlands but, despite the smaller size, both he and Penny
found plenty of interest. Outside were several small railway wagons.
But for once it wasn’t the wagons which interested Bill but the
somewhat under-informative label, which simply read
Copralite Wagon (2)
Manufacturer unknown
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The second copralite wagon.
‘I thought copralite was the polite name for fossilised dinosaur poo,’
Penny remarked to Bill. ‘Really?’ he replied, looking unconvinced.
‘Must have been very big dinosaurs to leave poo behind that needed a
railway wagon to move it. At that moment a volunteer started walking
across the courtyard where they were standing.
‘Can you tell us anything about copralite?’ Penny asked.
The chap was clearly of retirement age. He smiled and said, ‘Well I’m
not from round here originally but I’ve heard that it was mined
extensively in Cambridgeshire and taken to Ipswich to be processed
into fertiliser. Extraction more-or-less stopped in the 1880s, but mining
was revived during the First World War as copralite could be used for
munitions. If I’ve got it right copralite had a high phosphate content.’
‘So it’s nothing to do with copper, then?’ Bill queried. ‘No, not at all,’
came the reply, ‘I think it is the name for some sort of fossil.’
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‘Well, so did we,’ Penny responded. ‘Copralite is the scientific name
for fossilised faeces.’
‘Yes, I thought that’s what I’d heard. But didn’t want to say as much in
case I’d got it wrong.’
‘Well,’ began Bill. ‘There must have been an awful lot of dinosaurs
around in what is now Cambridgeshire it there was enough of their
waste matter to be worth mining on an industrial scale. I wonder what
happened to the rest of the dinosaur remains. If there was copralite in
such quantities one must assume there were sometimes skeletons too.’
‘Yes, I suppose there might have been,’ Penny said thoughtfully. Just
how many museums-worth of skeletons were destroyed in the quest
for fertiliser?’
‘Rather imponderable,’ Bill replied. Penny thanked the volunteer and
he went on his way.
‘How did the experts work out that copralite was once faeces?’ Bill
then asked Penny. ‘Well, if I recall correctly from a geology field trip I
went on nearly forty years ago, it’s because sometimes they can be
broken open. Depending on the species of dinosaur concerned then
there may be fish scales, small bones of prey species, and such like. I
seem to think that ichthyosaur copralites are sometimes still black in
colour from having eaten belemnites – squid-like animals which, we
can therefore conclude, had already evolved to exude a black ink in
an attempt to confuse predators.’
‘How interesting,’ was all Bill said.
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The wharves at Wisbech.
‘Amazing what you learn from a small railway wagon,’ responded
Penny with a wry smile. Bill, in a rare moment of empathy, smiled too.
They strolled around the seemingly endless collection of farm wagons,
but none of them seemed as interesting as the little wagons from the
copralite quarries.
They decided another mug of tea was needed before starting the
journey towards home – Penny had almost as far to drive back as
they’d driven already. There was no rush as that would simply mean
getting to Bishop’s Snoring around rush hour and getting stuck in all
the traffic. There was a very informal café arrangement near the
entrance – seemingly more for the benefit of the volunteers than any
visitors. After getting in the car Penny said to Bill ‘I’m going to ask the
satnav to take us to West Walton. It’s just the other side of Wisbech
and we’ll be going round there anyway.’
‘What’s there?’ Bill asked. ‘An interesting church. And another Devil
legend,’ replied Penny.
It took just over three-quarters of an hour to get to West Walton, with
the A47 predictably only moving at the speed of the large HGVs and
with slow-moving queues at each of the roundabouts. Bill suggested to
Penny that they turn off the ring road around Wisbech and instead he
would use the map to take them through the town and alongside the
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West Walton church.

quays. ‘It may not be quicker but it is shorter in distance.’ Penny was
soon surprised – she wasn’t used to seeing quite large coastal freight
vessels so close up.
They were pleased to be able to get out and stretch their legs on arrival
outside the church. ‘Oh, it is an odd one, isn’t it?’ observed Bill. Not
many churches have separate bell towers. But didn’t you say there was
a Devil legend too?’
‘Yes. According to folklore collected in the nineteenth century, the
tower was originally next to the church. But the Devil took a dislike to
it and got “a number of people” to move it. But they couldn’t get it
through the narrow gate or over the tall churchyard wall, so they
dropped it where it now stands.’
‘That’s a tall tale if ever there was,’ was Bill’s only response.
There was little else to see so they got back in the car. After a mile or
so they rejoined the A47, but this was the dual carriageway stretch so
progress was swifter. At least until they got closer to Bishop’s Snoring,
when the road went back to single carriageway. With every
roundabout stacked back with traffic it seemed to take ages before they
got to the relatively clear run of road past Friars Ambling.
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Bill felt distinctly embarrassed about queuing up to buy tickets for
himself and Penny. Indeed, even through he had ridden on the tracks
hundreds of times over the years, this was the first time he’d queued up
at the ticket office. He normally only rode around the railway when
rolling stock was undergoing tests. To be like just one of the other
visitors on a Sunday morning, riding on the seats of one of the
coaches, was a new experience to him. And, as always with anything
new, somewhat unsettling. But it was what Penny had asked him to do
together today.
Indeed, Penny had asked Bill several times in recent months to show
her the railway and tell her ‘all about it’. As they took their seats in one
of the decidedly eccentric carriages Penny repeated her request for Bill
to tell her how they had been built. Even Bill realised that he knew far
more about the construction and maintenance of every carriage,
wagon and loco on the line than anyone else would want to know. He
was careful to restrict what he told Penny to the year it was
manufactured and the names of the volunteers who had designed and
made it.
Penny established that someone called Colin Stevens – or just ‘Col’, as
he seems to have preferred – was responsible for the idiosyncratic
appearance, with Bill and sometimes others using their skills to help
make it actually work. Penny realised she was only a little the wiser
and felt the need to change the conversation after a few such
‘biographies’.
As the train approached St Torpid’s Bay and Bill was recounting in
some detail the arrangements for moving the faux lighthouse in and
out the water each spring and autumn Penny was moved to say this
was where her father had flown over while in the Royal Auxiliary Air
Force in the 1950s. Bill picked up that her father was a volunteer pilot,
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trained to the same standards and duties as full-time RAF pilots of the
time as, back then, the RAAF was to the RAF what the Territorial Army
was to the full-time Army.
Penny had heard her father recount the tale on many occasions, not
least whenever they’d come to this beach at St Torpid Bay, and almost
remembered his words exactly. ‘One of the exercises he most enjoyed
was called “Rats and Terriers”. It involved flying in from the sea at very
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Gloster Meteor.

low level to try and to get under the radar. The “terriers” attempted to
defend this attack, resulting in all-round fun.
‘According to my father, he was one of a squadron of four jet fighters
in loose battle formation which had turned inland from the Wash and
come flat out across the beach before lifting up over the town. By the
time the planes had landed back at their aerodrome in north
Leicestershire the Air Ministry had been on the phone. One
holidaymaking RAF officer had phoned to complain and, according
the report, said “If one of the four Meteors beating up the beach had
suddenly stopped, I could have shaken hands with the pilot without
getting up from my deckchair.”
‘My father and the other pilots claimed that it was misty out at sea and
that were over the coast before realising that the town was so close.
My father always ended his story by saying that the ice cream being
sold on the beach had a distinct flavour of kerosene for the rest of the
afternoon.’
Bill smiled. ‘Sounds just the sort of tale an RAF officer would enjoy
recounting. I’ve met a few in my time. And I’m sure the Auxilliary
officers were at least as good as raconteurs. But, if it was as misty as
you father suggested, then just as well they came in over Eaton St
Torpid and not a few miles further north at Brindlecliffe as it sounds
like the top of the cliffs might have been above the flight path of the
squadron.’ Penny paused at the thought, which hadn’t crossed her
mind previously.
The decidedly odd – and not especially comfortable – rolling stock
which made up the ‘Lazybeach Special’ had been out on the track
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supported on stilts which encircled the imitation lighthouse and was
now completing the reversing loop just to the north of Eaton St Torpid
station before stopping exactly as it always did alongside the platform.
Penny and Bill joined the passengers who were alighting and trooping
away, past the queue of those eagerly awaiting their trip.
‘Where shall we go next?’ Penny asked Bill, who rather unhelpfully
said ‘Well, I may work just a few hundred yards away but I rarely have
time to just stroll about. What do you suggest?’
‘Do you know the café at the Arts Centre?’ Bill nodded his head. ‘I’ve
been told it’s rather good,’ Penny reported. ‘Shall we try there?’ Bill
realised he’d asked Penny for suggestions and had none of his own so
simply said ‘I suppose so.’ Penny could tell he wasn’t exactly
enthusiastic. Although Bill had felt a lot more settled while travelling
on the train, he felt all his usual pangs of discomfort take over his
stomach. They had already rather put him off the idea of a drink, still
less food.
Penny couldn’t work out why Bill had these rather taciturn ‘little turns’,
as she thought of them. Not his most endearing trait, but they always
seemed to pass. And as this was about the worst of his idiosyncrasies
then she didn’t worry unduly. She’d already worked out that the best
way to get them to pass was to get Bill talking about something she
knew he was interested in.
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Come-sit-next-to-me statues depicting an artist and a birdwatcher
prior to being installed on benches at St Torpid's Bay.
‘I’m really pleased you asked me to come to the talk at the local history
group,’ she commenced as they left the railway station entrance and
joined the pavement heading into town. ‘I would have never have
known about it if you hadn’t mentioned it.’
‘Well, the Eaton St Torpid and Environs Local History Society do put
advertisements in the Brindlecliffe Echo,’ Bill responded.
‘Yes, I suppose I must buy a copy each week to find out what’s
happening. That sort of useful information doesn’t seem to make the
paper’s web site.’ Penny had noted that, true to character, Bill had
used the full name of the society and referred to ‘advertisements’ not
just ‘ads’ or ‘adverts’. It was just the way he was. Contractions and
abbreviations were not part of his way of speaking.
‘I must say that there was rather a lot of information in that talk,’ noted
Bill. ‘I’m still trying to recall some of the detailed remarks. I can usually
remember a talk almost word-for-word but that young postgraduate
spoke rather quickly, and some of the information was only on screen.’
Penny smiled when Bill said he could recall talks almost exactly.
Couldn’t he just! It was a remarkable trait which she didn’t share.
‘I was trying to explain the gist of the talk to Marko when we met up,
as we usually do, on Tuesday evening. But he kept making what I
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suppose he thought were jokes about “Professor Whalebone”. He’s not
even got a PhD yet, still less tenure and a chair.’
Penny couldn’t help smile. Bill and Marko clearly got on well together
but was surprised that Marko was so irrepressible he still fired off his
irreverent jokes even if Bill wasn’t amused. Reinventing ‘James
Allbone’ as ‘Professor Whalebone’ was a typical Marko response.
‘I had never thought before,’ Bill conceded, ‘that not all Roman roads
were how we think Roman roads are, and that the ones with proper
foundations and cobbled surfaces are just a minority. But I wish the
speaker had explained more about why the Romans built the Icknield
Way to the west of the Peddars Way when the Peddars Way was
almost certainly already in use, and most definitely carried on being
used.’
‘Yes, I was a bit uncertain about that,’ Penny concurred. ‘I just
presumed that there were Roman farming estates – and maybe some
tidal staithes and such like – which the Icknield Way was built to
access. He did refer to the rich farming and the maritime resources and
trade with the Continent, especially the Low Countries. But I presume
the major changes to the coastline over the centuries since the Romans
makes it difficult to establish what might have been there at the time.’
‘Yes, a lot of changes I’m sure. I admired most of all the way that the
speaker took the evidence for the network of Roman roads – branching
off from both the Peddars Way and the Pye Road,’ Bill continued, ‘and
deduced how they must have formed the basis for Norfolk’s overland
transport during the subsequent Anglo-Saxon era, even though there is
little archaeological evidence from those centuries.’
‘Yes,’ responded Penny. ‘Not knowing this area very well I simply
didn’t know that the focus of Roman Norfolk was at Caister St Edmund.
But as Roman regional centres go, it never thrived. So in the middle
Anglo-Saxon period seemingly what is now Felixstowe came to
prominence instead. And I didn’t know that Felixstowe was named
after the first bishop in East Anglia, Felix. Or that only a hundred or so
years later a second cathedral was established at Elmham. Only after
the Norman Conquest did Thetford become important, but it didn’t
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remain important for long as about twenty years later Norwich was
made the cathedral city.’
‘I wonder why there was so many changes?’ Bill asked, more as if he
was speaking to himself than to Penny.
‘Well I suspect that until Norwich began to grow and grow then these
“important places” were actually quite small – maybe only a few
hundred houses and such like. So somewhere else could grow as big
without too much difficulty. And thereby diminish the importance of
somewhere else. “Easy come, easy go” and all that,’ Penny pitched in.
‘But I’ve no idea if that’s true.’
They had reached the entrance to the Alex arts centre but, as Bill
seemed keen to respond to her remark, Penny stopped walking,
leaving the doorway clear for other people to come and go.
‘Yes, I wasn’t thinking just how small an Anglo-Saxon market town
might have been. You might be right – a shame you can’t ask the
speaker,’ Bill responded. ‘When you think how many coastal trading
places were known in the years leading up to the Norman Conquest –
he listed six which were initially important and another seven or eight
which became important later, but I’m afraid I can’t remember the
names of most of them as the slide didn’t stay on screen long enough
for me to read it all out.’
Bill paused and continued. ‘I can only remember lists of names by
saying them out loud, at least silently. It’s no good if I just see them.’
Penny found this fascinating as it was almost the opposite for her.
Anything just said soon slipped her mind, but something written down
just might stick in her memory, at least for as long as she needed to
recall the information. But lists of a dozen or so names of mostly
obscure places were beyond her memorising abilities.
‘What I found fascinating,’ Bill resumed, ‘is that – although the legacy
of the Roman road network aided the movement of goods and people
in the Anglo-Saxon era – the speaker made clear than Norfolk was
only as wealthy as it was because of the surprising number of quite
small coastal trading sites. They were presumably more like the
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staithes which still survive on the north coast rather than what we now
think of as harbours with quaysides and such like.’ Bill paused. ‘It was
the combination of overland and waterborne transport which made
Norfolk successful.’
‘Ah,’ responded Penny. ‘That would explain why the Peddars Way
was so important – it went all the way to Holme, which was a small
port in Roman times. And seems likely to have been used long before
the Romans if the so-called “Sea Henge” monument is anything to go
by.’
‘I think I’m right in saying that was dated to the Neolithic,’ said Bill,
knowing that Penny seemed to know more about prehistoric
monuments that he did. Penny confirmed then said ‘Long before Sea
Henge was discovered I knew about the Peddars Way as there had
been several reports of seeing the phantom black dog known as “Black
Shuck”.’
‘Ah, yes,’ Bill replied. ’Marko thinks the so-called “phantom black
dogs” were most likely invented by smugglers putting the fear of the
Devil into the locals. Perhaps they tied an old-fashioned lantern
around the neck of a sheep. The local usage of the word “shuck” is to
fool someone into believing something that is not true, so it’s
consistent.’
‘I must admit,’ responded Penny, ‘when I first came across the tales
many years ago I was a little doubtful. But back then I thought they
might not have been large dogs but instead unusually large cats –
something the size of a leopard.’
‘One of the those has been seen by a maintenance team working on
the railway near Lavender Halt,’ Bill revealed. ‘I seem to think there
were three chaps in the team, and one had his bird-watching
binoculars with him. I think they watched this large animal for about
five minutes. Moved in a cat-like manner and was jet black. Marko
thinks such black panthers could have been breeding for many
generations, but they normally keep away from humans.’
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‘If the sightings on the Peddars Way were cats not dogs it would make
sense,’ added Penny. ‘They seem to prefer lanes, footpaths, tow paths
and – as you just indicated – railway lines as this gives them easiest
access over substantial distances.’
‘Yes, Marko also picked up that the railway line would be ideal
territory for such animals. As, I suppose, might the Peddars Way.
Anywhere where cats cannot smell humans seems to suit them best.’
Bill realised that the discomfort in his stomach which he had felt as
they left the railway had passed as they walked along. He did indeed
feel like a pot of tea. Or even just in a mug, as that was how most
refreshment places seemed to serve tea these days. And when they got
to the counter and Penny remarked she’d be having one of the rather
large fruit scones and suggested she buy one for him too if he wanted
something to eat then, just for once, he didn’t feel inclined to say no.
Even though he never ate between meals. But maybe just this once
would do no harm.
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Tales from the Emporium: II
Quickly becoming local lore
Sal and Sara had opened the Emporium about half an hour ago but no
one else had come through the door yet, even though it was a pleasant
late summer morning and a few early visitors were already wandering
about outside. They clearly intended to catch the first train to
Whittlecreek and, all being well, would look in at the Emporium after
they got back to Eaton St Torpid later in the day.
Sara had come across an article which analysed how bland most of the
products offered on the internet were. And that it seemed intentional.
She’d emailed the link to Sal who had responded by saying it was her
first encounter with the phrase ‘premium mediocrity’.
Whatever visitors to the Emporium might think of the pots and other
gifts on offer, Sal and Sara hoped they would never be deemed
‘premium mediocrity’, or even bland. Sal volunteered to go off to
make tea for them both. This meant going into the adjacent converted
coach, the one used as the pottery workshop. Even with the noise of
the kettle coming to the boil she could hear Sal talking to someone.
And it didn’t sound like a customer – too young and far too full of
enthusiasm.
By the time Sal finished preparing the tea and brought the mugs
through there was only Sara in the Emporium. ‘Who was that?’ she
enquired. ‘Oh, only the real-life JayCee,’ she responded, with a look of
disdain on her face.
‘Oh, not the J.C. who’s God’s gift to women?’ Sal enquired.
‘The One and Only. Still offering you and me special discounts on kite
surfing tuition.’

98

Quickly becoming local lore

‘Did our Jason – or Jaycee, or J.C., or whatever he wants to be known
as this month – actually say that the discount is conditional on us
dropping our knickers for him?’ responded Sal.
Sara snorted with a suppressed laugh. ‘I think he might take a remark
like that as way too much encouragement. I did say we could do a
deal and I’d give him some beginner’s lessons on Daoism in exchange
for free kite surfing sessions.’
‘Did you get the impression he knew what Daoism is?’ Sal asked her
sister.
‘No. Would be very surprised if he did. I did say it’s all about going
with the flow and got a rather distasteful innuendo which I’m not
inclined to repeat.’
‘Oh, go on! Was it something about his dick being able to make girls
flow from having squirty cums over and over again?’
‘How did you know?’ asked Sara, looking rather aghast at her sister.
‘Must be about the same remark he made to me a few weeks ago. At
least he realises now that you and I are not the same person, which is
a big improvement. I did have to tell him several times I’m the brunette
one and you’re the auburn one, we’re not just the same bird with a big
supply of hair dye and a capricious self-image.’
Sara smiled. She knew many people struggled to get their names right
– she was only a few years younger than Sal and, apart from their hair
colours – all entirely natural – they were of similar build.
‘Always had him down as far too macho and way too slow on the
uptake. How he’s ever able to run Pocahontas Canoe Hire is beyond
me,’ continued Sara.
‘I think his parents run the business side of things,’ Sal replied. ‘His
mother seems quite organised and his father was some sort of
accountant or company secretary when he was younger. Might still be
for all I know.’
‘Probably explains why J.C. never seems to get any better.’
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‘Not much chance of self-improvement. Back in the early days, before
you were around, I recommended a book on self-motivation to him;
one with a gentle approach that he might be comfortable with,’ Sal
confided.
‘Did it work?’ asked Sara.
‘Did it heck! I saw him again, a few months later and asked if he'd
read the book. He just shrugged and said, “No, I couldn't be
bothered.”’
Sara laughed. She wasn’t sure whether Sal made up some of these
remarks or not. Whatever, it fitted ‘J.C.’ down to a ‘T’.
Two customers had entered the shop. Sal had the sense that she’d seen
them before, but couldn’t place them. Sara nudged Sal’s elbow and
mouthed ‘They’re back!’ But Sal could hardly ask her sister who they
were – the Emporium was so small that, unless it was crowded with
customers – which was a very rare event – then anyone’s voice
carried.
Sal opted to change the conversation to ask Sara about a book she had
read recently and knew Sal had just picked up too. ‘Have you got to
where the author discusses medieval tales of head-carrying saints and
other miracles as being “believed in” the same way modern people
“believe” in Batman or Spiderman?’
Sara nodded and replied ‘I think he calls it “suspended disbelief” – I
must read that bit again!’
‘I just loved the section where he refers to hagiography – originally the
oral retelling of legends on the saint’s feast – and the production of
wall paintings and wooden sculptures of saints then goes on to say
there’s close parallels with the superheroes of modern day comics,
animated films, and such like,’ Sara continued.
Sal and Sara both noticed that the male customer – a couple of
decades younger than his female companion – seemed to be listening
intently to their conversation, at the expense of hearing properly what
his friend was asking him. Sal was beginning to think that she’d
recalled who the oddly-matched couple were. She still struggled to
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remember names, but did recall that they were early visitors to the
shop before.
Sal decided to ‘test the waters’ with a deliberately risqué remark to her
sister. ‘Speaking of comics, did you see the quote in that book from
Alan Moore’s comic series about Promethea?’ Sara looked quizzical.
‘A girlfriend of Sophie Bang – the “about town” name Promethea uses
– had been waiting about two hours for her, outside in the rain. Pissed
off, she pesters Sophie about what she’s been doing indoors for all that
time. Once she realizes that Sophie has “humped the hippie,” she asks
in disgust: “So, just how far did you go?” Sophie answers, “Only to just
above the crown of my head. Jeez, what do you think I am?”’
Sara was prone to snorting when she tried to suppress a loud laugh and
the resulting melange of snorts and chortles made both the customers
turn to look at her. Seemingly the woman had either not heard Sal’s
remark or failed to pick up the significance. The man, Sal thought, had
fully picked up on the implications.
‘I seem to recall,’ he said, turning round to Sal, ‘that when Penny and
I were here last you had some interesting thoughts about Daoist
ontologies. Seems you can also share some interesting anecdotes
about tantra too. May I ask what the book – or, if I overhead correctly,
two books – were that you and your sister were discussing. I’m Simon
Danser, in case you are struggling to place me, and this is Penny
Drayton. We’re still researching a book with the working title Beyond
the Tracks.’
Rather than shed too much light on her remark, and risk revealing that
she and Sara did indeed have more experience about such matters
than anyone might reasonably guess, Sal opted to ask how their
research is going.
‘Oh quite well, thank you,’ replied Penny. But there’s things we need
to check out on the ground and photograph.’
‘Any excuse to revisit this very pleasant part of the world,’ added
Simon. ‘Just a happy coincidence that a friends’ holiday cottage is free
during this week so the two of us are able to meet up.’
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Promethea's friend being kept waiting in the rain by an
excess of dialogue.
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‘One thing which is puzzling us,’ cut in Penny, ‘is why Friar’s Ambling
is named after a seemingly unimportant “friary” – if it’s even that – and
not after the much more prestigious local landowner, or even the
castle which had some very important medieval owners.’
‘Neither of us are really historians,’ confided Simon, ‘but it seems odd
that so little is known about the Greyfriars who had the parish church
in the fifteenth century. There isn’t even much archaeological
evidence for any buildings of that date. All the local historians who
have looked at relevant old documents confirm that the landowner
gave the church and some land to the friars early in the reign of Henry
IV, but in all other respects the friars kept a rather low profile. They
seem to have disappeared without trace before the Dissolution.’
Sal and Sara looked at each other. ‘Well,’ began Sal tentatively, ‘if you
aren’t really historians then we most certainly ain’t. But we do get to
hear some of the tales.’
‘Such as?’ rejoined Simon.
‘Well most of them are about the ruins being haunted,’ replied Sara,
trying to be helpful.
‘Yes, I came across a vague remark on someone’s blog,’ Penny
responded, trying to glean as much as possible from Sara while giving
nothing away. ‘But whoever it was didn’t say whether it was ghosts or
something else.’
‘Well from what I’ve heard it it’s more like a poltergeist,’ Sara
continued. ‘Can push people down a flight of stone stairs, as well as
being seen by some people.’
‘How do you know this?’ asked Simon.
Sara looked at Sal, as if giving permission to say more. Sal spoke.
‘Well, two people we know – they’re both associated with the railway
– went on a paranormal vigil at the ruins. Truth to say they arrived at
work two day’s later still looking very shaken up, and initially
unwilling to talk about it. After several weeks one of them told me he’d
been pushed down the stairs when no one in the group was near him
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– and it was witnessed by the other chap. But apart from that I’ve not
heard much more. Other than this is not the first time such “events”
have occurred.’
‘Was anyone else there apart from these two?’ Simon enquired.
‘Well there was Norman, the custodian of the ruins,’ Sara replied. ‘He
is also seriously into the paranormal and psychic stuff. And a lady
friend of one of the chaps – the one who witnessed the fall, not who
took the serious tumble.’
‘Were there any other inexplicable encounters that night?’ Simon
continued.
Sara looked at Sal, as if for permission, and Sal just shrugged. ‘Bill’s
lady friend was taken by the hand by Queen Isabella, who led her
outside to where her private garden had been,’ stated Sara as matter of
fact as she could.
‘Queen Isabella of France, the wife and nemesis of Edward II?’ Simon
asked, with a certain amount of incredulity in his voice. Sara nodded.
Penny deliberately kept quiet. She hadn’t told Simon she had been to
the vigil, and there hadn’t been any reason yet to do so. Simon asked
Sara ‘Did the lady friend say what is was like to walk hand-in-hand
with someone who has been dead for well over 600 years?’ Sara
simply shook her head.
‘We used to hear stories about ghosts, inexplicable orbs and other
paranormal activities at the ruins,’ Sara recommenced, ‘but we take it
all with a pinch of salt. Just like all the stories of phantom black dogs
on the coast and hikey sprites at crossroads – and whatever else that
gives people goosebumps in the night – they seem most likely to be
tales put about by smugglers to frighten other folks away.’
Penny felt decidedly uncomfortable that her encounter with Queen
Isabella had so quickly become part of the local lore. To deflect her
own discomfort she simply stated ‘Surely smugglers are a thing of the
past.’
Sara snorted and Sal chortled before saying ‘Can tell you’re not
natives! I’m sure the folk doing whatever they’re doing would love you
104

Quickly becoming local lore

to believe that. Whatever whoever might be doing, no one asks.
Suspect these days it’s more likely drugs and illegal immigrants being
landed rather than cigs or booze. Certainly no longer wool making its
way to Europe without being taxed. But best not to know, eh?’
Sara added, ‘People round here have long been aware of the “free
trade” – but know to say no more. In the past it was known as “owling”
or “moonraking” which I think are rather wonderful metaphors.’
‘Might explain why there’s so many biggish houses down near the
beach to the north of Eaton St Torpid,’ opined Simon. ‘Way bigger
than beach huts, more like four- or five-bedroom houses, yet hardly a
sound investment if there’s ever an especially high tide.’
‘Best not think about it,’ said Sal in a very deadpan voice, while
looking quite intently at Simon.
‘Oh,’ he quietly mouthed. He turned to Penny. ‘That’s given me an
idea! And for the moment it is no more than that… I wonder whether
the elusive friars at Frairs Ambling were just a front for the
landowner’s, how shall we say, “other business interests”. Maybe a
few real-live friars just in case anyone came asking awkward
questions. But mostly a cover for a serious amount of wool going into
boats without paying the revenue due to the king.’
‘Now, if only there was any chance of proving it was even half-true,’
replied Penny. ‘But definitely something for further thought. Would
certainly explain why the landowner was, ahhm, “modest” enough to
want the village to be known as “Friars Ambling” instead of being
named after him.’
‘Just think – we might make Friars Ambling as famous as Dymchurch
on the Romney March coast is for fans of Dr Syn,’ said Simon to
Penny.
‘Let’s go before you get too big for your boots,’ replied Penny. ‘But not
before I’ve paid for these… ‘
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The spy who invented witchcraft
‘What an interesting pair of sisters,’ remarked Simon as he and Penny
walked away from the Emporium. ‘Yes, indeed,’ Penny agreed. ‘Where
shall we go next? I fancy a coffee and a little something in the café at
the art gallery. What about you?’
‘That’s not a bad suggestion, Penny. And there might be something a
little interesting on show in the gallery too.’
They strolled into Eaton St Torpid at a gentle pace. After ordering and
settling down at their table, Penny said to Simon, ‘You’ve got me
thinking.’
‘Anything in particular?’ Simon enquired.
‘About smuggling. And needing some sort of “front” to hide behind.’
‘What sort of “front” were you thinking of setting up for your nefarious
activities?’ Simon responded, with a smile.
‘No, no, not at all. I was thinking more about spies and how they too
need a “front”. And that a spy could use smuggling as a very useful
“front”,’ Penny continued enigmatically.
‘Two wrongs make a right, or something like that, maybe?’ Simon
tentatively responded.
‘Well, I’d say more like two wrongs making a bigger wrong, though it
would depend which side you thought were in the right and who was
in the wrong.’ Penny paused to take a bite of her cream cake. ‘You
know that one of the reasons I was interested in moving to
Brindlecliffe was because Bill Bertram came here during the Second
World War and met Elsie Begg who – if we can believe Bill’s version
of the events – initiated him as a witch.’
‘Yes, and twentieth century witchcraft was never the same again,’
commented Simon.
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‘Well, be that as it may, why did Bertram leave London to come here?
I can understand him leaving London ahead of the bombing raids. And
Brindlecliffe would have been a pleasant-enough coastal resort to
“hole up” for the duration. Though there must have been plenty of
other options for him.’ Penny paused to finish her cake. Simon took a
swig of coffee and allowed her continue.
‘But he didn’t simply “hole up”. He was quickly appointed head of the
local Air Raid Precaution wardens. Which meant he would have
needed to be out and about often at night.’
‘So you think Bill was doing a bit of smuggling on the side?’ Simon
asked.
‘No, no, far from it. I think he was asked to come here specifically to
keep an eye on the local smugglers. After all the Germans would be
trying hard to land spies and their equipment. What if heading up the
local ARC was a front for activities much closer to MI6? He could use
the ARP wardens as his eyes and ears so as not to have to be in too
many places in quick succession and thereby drawing attention to
himself.’
‘Yes I suppose there is some sense in that. But why would MI6 recruit
a decidedly eccentric chap in his sixties?’ Simon chipped in.
‘Don’t you remember what he was doing before he retired?’ Penny
asked.
‘No,’ Simon responded.
‘He was out in what was then Malaya working as a revenue collector
for the government. The revenues he was collecting were from the
opiate trade. With all due respect to the opium producers and their
customers in that part of the world in the 1930s I suspect Bill had to
have all his wits about him, and a certain amount of guile, to spot
those who thought a contribution to the government’s coffers was not
part of their business plan.’
‘And maybe even to have his own “sources of information” in case
anyone was plotting to bump him off for being too good at his job,’
Simon contributed.
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‘Well, who knows about that. But I’d say his career put him in good
stead for an “invitation” from MI6,’ Penny continued.
‘Maybe. I don’t read a lot of spy novels but I do seem to think that
every spy has a “handler”. Who do you have down as a prime suspect
for that role?’ asked Simon trying to get his head around this
remarkable suggestion.
‘Elspeth Begg,’ Penny replied immediately.
‘Elsie? Why?’ Simon said slightly incredulously, his voice rising in
pitch and volume.
‘If Elsie really is one and the same as Winifred Woodbridge – and you
and I have discussed this before – she certainly has exactly the right
social standing. And had the sort of house at Brindlecliffe where
diverse people would be coming and going under all sorts of pretexts.
It may only have been her holiday home but she made a point of
knowing all the more eccentric people in the area.’
‘Well, she certainly picked up on Bill’s eccentricities quickly enough.
But I’d have said being an hereditary witch gave her some serious
Brownie points on the eccentricity scale too.’
‘But was she really a hereditary witch?’ Penny paused. ‘We only have
Bill’s somewhat evasive remark about who initiated him. We tend to
assume it was Elspeth, but it’s not clear.’
Simon nodded before Penny continued.
‘What if there wasn’t a “hereditary coven” until after Bill arrived? What
if the local drama society were – forgive the pun – “in on the act” and
pretended to be witches. Bill could have written some scripts which
would pass muster. That would give a group of otherwise respectable
people – people who Bill knew were unlikely to be part of the local
smuggling activities, unlike perhaps some of his ARP wardens – an
excuse to be out and about in the middle of the night doing moonlit
rituals and what have you.’
‘Not quite sure I follow how made-up rituals helped discover spies,’
Simon rebuked.
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‘I doubt if they did,’ Penny replied. ‘But people taking part in rituals
need to travel to and from them. They probably wouldn’t be using cars
at night as the ARP wardens would stop them. Remember that lovely
story one of them wrote many years later about cycling to a crossroads
on the Peddar Way to the north-east of Whittlecreek to take part in one
of the early rites. If most or all of the “witches” were cycling then that’s
a lot of eyes and ears. They needn’t take the shortest route either.
Cyclists can stop and turn off their lights and become almost invisible
in a matter of moments, should they wish to.”
‘And the rituals could be timed to take place just when Bill thought
there might be something, or someone, to be seen! I bet witches and
smugglers all prefer moonlit nights to ones around the new moon. And
a black velvet hooded cloak like those worn by modern witches is a
great way not to be seen, even if the moon is out.’
Penny nodded – Simon now seemed to be taking her suggestion more
seriously.
‘Even if there really was a hereditary coven doing their thing, Bill
would need to “infiltrate” it to make sure it wasn’t a cover for assisting
German spies.’
‘And,’ continued Simon, ‘for similar reasons he might well want to get
inside local amateur dramatic societies and other such groups. Am I
right in thinking some of the thespians were also part of a breakaway
Masonic society that women could join as well as men? Something
rather counter-cultural that might well need investigating.’
‘And, seemingly, he might have managed to penetrate all three in one
deft move.’
‘Nice work. If it’s true… ‘
‘We’ll probably never know. But if Winifred was his “handler” then
she may well have been able to offer Bill the right opportunities to join
in, and for the members of the acting group to happily take part in
what was needed.’
‘I just wonder now if William Robert Bertram – to give Bill Bertram his
full name – really was his real name.’ Simon paused. ‘Bertram is from
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berht hramn, which means ‘bright raven’. To my mind a rather apt
choice of name for an esoterically-inclined counter-espionage agent.’
‘Oh, now there’s a thought. And if he’s not William Bertram really – or
previously – then who was he?’ Penny allowed her rhetorical question
to remain unanswered.
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Bill arrived, as usual, exactly at six. Marko had arrived a few minutes
before, but not long enough for him to do more than order his
customary ginger beer from the bar and walk over to their habitual
table. He was well aware than Bill was uncomfortable if that table was
already taken – though it rarely was, at least out of the tourist season –
and they had to decant to another one.
Nothing ever seemed to change in the bar of Le Strange Arms. The
labels on the beer pumps occasionally promoted some different
whackily-named beverage. But as Marko never touched alcohol then it
was only the punning names and nifty graphic designs which ever
rose, albeit briefly, into his conscious attention. Even the bar staff
seemed to have become part of the furniture – the pleasant-enough
lass who had been working here over the winter months smiled as Bill
walked toward her before asking if he wanted his usual.
Bill ummed and erred for a few moments as the bitter he had been
drinking for several weeks was now discontinued and he had to decide
on what to have instead. Marko knew that his was the sort of change
to Bill’s routine that was likely to make him grumpy. At least for a few
minutes. Marko mentally lined up a few jokes to distract him. But they
weren’t needed. Bill spoke first. ‘Hello Marko. When you were in my
office on Monday you said there were some interesting developments
with the sand mine museum railway. But then said nothing had been
decided and it was long-winded to explain.’ Marko nodded. It was
indeed long-winded.
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‘I know we have a rule about not talking too much about work when
we meet up in the evenings,’ Bill continued. ‘But would you be willing
to tell me at least a little more. At least let me know if anything needs
to change. Although the volunteers have nearly finished the
locomotive and most of the wagons.’
‘No, Bill, I don’t think you need worry about having to change the
rolling stock. Although they may be doing somewhat longer distances
than we first thought.’
‘Is this something to do with the brouhaha that the local council have
created about the golf course? There’s been a lot in the Brindlecliffe
ECHO! for months now. Seems the leader of the council has a bit of a
thing against golf clubs.’
‘To be fair, Bill, I think it’s more that Abbie Dore, the leader of the
council, has made some fast moves to try to stop the land being used
for a housing development or just yet more caravans.’
‘Really?’ responded Bill. ‘You seem to know more than is the paper.’
‘Well as I don’t read the ECHO! every week then I’m not sure exactly
what they’ve been saying. But Dave, the best of my trainees at the
diving class, his dad is the secretary on the golf club committee and
been in the thick of things. And fair to say it’s been a challenge to him.
Dave’s mum isn’t the sort of gal to get involved in such matters. And
as, at one point, it looked like the committee members might be
personally liable for some big debts, Dave’s dad kept this from his
wife. But did talk to Dave about it. When the idea was floated a few
weeks back that the sand mining museum might benefit from the
proposed changes then Dave shared with me some of what he knew
from his dad.’
‘Well I know the golf club was made bankrupt and a new organisation
had to be created, this time with limited liabilities. And when the new
club tried to renew the lease on the land then the ECHO! starting
saying that snooty members-only golf clubs were a thing of the past
and the land needed to be used for a much wider and more inclusive
variety of leisure pursuits.’

112

Tiger Woods and the club house

Marko nodded. ‘Yes, that’s a very succinct and polite version of what
happened. Seems Dave’s dad has a much longer and far less polite
version.’
‘Well everyone is entitled to their opinions,’ acknowledged Bill. ‘And
I’m sure as a member of the golf club committee Dave’s dad may not
agree with it being snooty and so forth. Is there anything you can add
to what I know which would help me understand better?’
Marko took a good sip of his ginger beer. ‘Well, I guess there is quite a
bit more which could be said. Though whether it would help you
understand better I’m not so sure. Seems in recent years the Friar’s
Ambling Golf Club had been caught in a bit of a vicious circle. The
idea of spending four hours or so doing a round of golf does not fit in
with the lifestyles of many people. And the ones who do have the time
are, quite literally, a dying breed. Or at least getting too infirm to do a
round of golf any more. The younger generation of serious golfers
prefer to play elite courses – even though they’re more expensive. This
means local clubs have less income to maintain greens and club
houses, so become even less appealing as places to play.’
‘I thought Tiger Woods had been an inspiration to younger people to
take up golf,’ interrupted Bill.
‘Yes, but that was over twenty years ago, Bill. The youngsters who took
up golf then have grown up, got married, had children and have no
time left to play golf.’
‘Yes, I suppose you might be right. And, if I recall correctly, Woods
had some personal problems which rather damaged his standing as a
role model.’
‘That as well, Bill. And, in the case of Friar’s Ambling, it doesn’t help
that there have been reports of a very large black cat occasionally
prowling the greens. The committee all say it’s impossible. But several
golfers swear it wasn’t their imaginations and call the trees nearby
“Tiger Woods”.’
Marko knew the pun would most likely be missed by Bill so continued
without allowing Bill to say that tigers aren’t black, or some other
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pedantic correction. ‘Anyways, whatever the exact reasons,’ Marko
continued, ‘paying suppliers’ bills increasingly began to be postponed
until members renewed their subs in January. This was especially true
of their catering supplier who had to wait for several months until
money became available. A couple of years back the catering supplier
put them on credit stop early October. The golf club committee
managed to get another supplier, despite their abysmal credit rating.
When the club hadn’t settled up with the original catering supplier by
the end of February the unpaid supplier applied for bankruptcy
proceedings.’ Marko looked at Bill, but Bill seemed to still be
interested.
Marko continued. ‘The members of club suddenly discovered that they
– and not just the committee – were jointly liable for the club’s
finances. Cue general apoplexy and many fallings out. Somehow some
sort of deal was done. But it involved ‘folding’ the original club and
forming a new entity. But no one thought to check with the local
council, who owned the land and had issued a long lease, as to
whether the lease was automatically transferable to another ‘entity’. It
wasn’t, and the terms of the lease clearly stated this.’
‘Ah,’ said Bill. ‘That was when the ECHO! took an interest.’
‘Indeed,’ confirmed Marko. ‘They saw a chance to increase their
circulation figures dramatically by promoting the cause of the
“common man” against elitist golfers. At the very least their campaign
meant that Abbie Dore, the leader of the council, deferred re-issuing
the lease to the golf club until after a public consultation. Though I
don’t think she took much persuading as she remarkably swiftly
commissioned a preliminary “public benefits” report. This confirmed
that – what did you call them?’
‘Snooty members-only golf clubs.’
‘Yes, indeed. With all their dress codes and such like, were far too
exclusive to offer enough benefits to the local economy and
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community. More inclusive uses of the land for leisure would have
vastly more benefits.’
‘But surely the course could easily be sold off for houses or yet another
caravan park,’ Bill contributed.
‘Precisely!’ responded Marko, loudly enough that the two other
customers in the bar looked over. ‘And that was exactly what Abbie
Dore wanted to avoid,’ he continued quietly. ‘She said this was not the
right part of the district for either – although plenty of developers were
trying to persuade her that it was, as they could make a mint. So, by
creating support for the diverse leisure options she would be able to
side-step them.’
‘Very convenient for her that the ECHO! asked their readers to suggest
possible leisure users,’ observed Bill.
‘I think you might be missing the point there, Bill. With all due
respect.’ Marko paused and Bill looked at him. ‘My guess is that
Councillor Dore took Jim Stevens, the editor of the ECHO! out for a
few drinks and told him what she needed him to publish in his paper.’
‘Do you think local politics works like that Marko? It seems a rather
cynical view, if I’m allowed to say so.’
‘Well, if you asked me to prove it then I don’t have evidence for a
single word I said,’ Marko acknowledged. ‘But if I wanted to get some
support for a key project then I’d be happy to stand Jim a few pints if it
was likely to result in some help. ‘And,’ continued Marko after a sip of
ginger beer, ‘since when were leaders of local councils not mates with
the editors of the local papers? Not always best mates, to be sure, but
there’s usually some mutual respect and assistance.
‘From something the Property Manager said to me' Marko continued
'seems she’d had a chat with Councillor Dore too – the strategic plan
for housing and other developments which was drawn up just over a
year ago specifically excluded more houses and caravan parks in the
region between Friar’s Ambling and the outskirts of Bishop’s Snoring.
Instead, that zone had been set aside with the hope of extending the
nature reserves and providing more leisure facilities.’
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‘So planning applications for housing would have been turned down,’
Bill observed.
‘Well that’s what supposed to happen. But then the developer appeals,
the local council is faced with a prospect of a massive legal bill with
no money to call upon, and has to say “yes” anyway. But Abbie Dore
is not your usual low-calibre councillor and realised that getting the
public behind her – after all it was their ideas submitted to the Echo!
which she was now trying to bring to fruition – would mean that any
legal appeal to allow more houses or caravans would get vociferous
objections.’
Marco paused. ‘There may be an element of bluff in this strategy too,
Bill. With luck the developers would back off as they could be the
ones picking up hefty legal costs to no benefit. Only in about fifteen
years time would the strategic plan be reviewed, by which time the
new leisure facilities and such like would have become wellestablished.’
‘Well, Marko, I would never have worked that one out. But now
you’ve explained it then it does make a lot of sense. Asking people
what they would like then trying to make sure they get what they asked
for does sound like a clever strategy for politicians to adopt.
‘But of course all this just stirred up another hornet’s nest of problems,
not least for Dave’s dad. He finds himself trying to lobby all the
councillors urging the re-leasing of the land to be “rubber stamped”.
Just when there was a fairly rabid attempt by the Brindlecliffe Echo! to
secure the maximum number of objections to this ever happening.
‘I was impressed by the variety of ideas that the readers put forward,’
Marko continued. ‘Some were a bit too obvious, like reusing the
clubhouse as a wedding venue or a spa. I rather liked the idea of a
community farm. But that wouldn’t pan out as the soil is too sandy and
useless even for grazing. Some even wanted a zoo, complete with a
large enclosure for wolves.’
‘People living in the nearby villages didn’t seem too keen on that,’ Bill
dryly remarked.
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'Tiger Woods' near the fifteenth green on at Friar's Ambling golf
course.
‘I can fully understand,’ Marko responded. ‘But the idea of a falconry
centre seemed to be more acceptable. But most people seemed to
think the land could be used best for a nature reserve-cum-park where
people could go jogging and orienteering, or cycling and horse riding.
With an area for outdoor gym equipment and zip wires. And,
predictably, while yet more caravans were not welcome, there was
more support than might have been expected for a camping and
glamping area.’
‘Yes, I was a little surprised by that,’ remarked Bill. ‘I can only assume
that the people who can afford to go “glamping” spend more money in
restaurants and pubs than the ones who rent caravans.’
‘Quite likely. But then,’ Marko continued enthusiastically, ‘some
Bright Spark floated the idea of adding a heritage element so the
project is eligible for grants from Heritage Lottery Fund. Whoever it
was – I don’t think the ECHO! ever named them – suggested the
former club house would make an excellent heritage centre for the
sand extraction formerly on the site and local glassmaking industries
etc etc.’
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‘But the sand mine museum was already being developed, less than a
mile away,’ Bill rightly remarked.
‘But the point is that the museum near to Norman’s ruins is not where
the sand mines actually were.’
‘Oh, I didn’t realise that,’ admitted Bill.
‘The museum site was chosen simply because it was close to Friar’s
Ambling ruins, and where the railway wants to run the southern
extension, so the three tourist attractions could feed off each other.’
Marko paused and looked at Bill. ‘Do you not know where the
sandpits and mines actually were then?’ he asked.
‘Well I know they were quite extensive, all the way to Dodd’s Hill
Staithes, before the sea retreated and loading boats became
impossible. Do you know Marko?’
‘I agree that there were lots more. But the sandpits and mines nearest
Friar’s Ambling were exactly where the golf course was built. The golf
course was built there precisely because, back whenever that was,
after the sand had been extracted the land had few, if any, other uses.’
‘So by making the golf course – the former golf course,’ Bill corrected
himself, ‘the site of the museum instead then it would have more
historical veracity. And, if I’ve read the enthusiastic article in the
ECHO! the week before last, then they would have the benefit of the
former club house as a rather splendid heritage centre, instead of the
much more modest bolted-steel industrial unit that had been
envisaged.’
‘So the two-foot gauge railway won’t be built at Friar’s Ambling now,
but near the club house?’ Bill said, trying to clarify.
‘Frankly, Bill, I’ve no idea. Whoever’s making that decision isn’t
chatting to me about it. Anyways a railway can be moved – so long as
someone puts up the money. But I would be disappointed if the
railway’s southern extension only connects with the Norman ruins and
not the sand mining museum as well. Though I’m sure some sort of bus
service would be set up to link the two.’
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Frair's Ambling golf
course club house.

Bill paused again for several seconds before continuing. ‘Thank you
for explaining so much to me Marko. There’s much there I didn’t
know. And the idea of making the golf course partly into a heritage
centre is such a good one. I presume it doesn’t stop the rest of the
former course being used for the wide variety of recreational activities
you mentioned?’
‘Not so far as I’m aware,’ Marko replied.
‘You know, Marko, that suggestion about the heritage centre reminds
me of some of the ideas which came out of nowhere when the railway
– our railway – was still in its early stages.’
‘Yes, indeed, Bill. Some of them were almost devious, at least to my
mind. But they worked out well.’
‘And you know who was responsible for most, if not all, those more
imaginative – though I think your word, “devious”, is more accurate –
suggestions?’
‘Well, Bill, the ones that come to mind – shall we say the more
imaginative or the more devious ones? – came from the Property
Manager.’ Marko smiled. ‘Just between you and I, there’s a good
chance that The PM was behind this suggestion too.’
‘Why do you think that Marko? Did you ask her?’
‘Not likely!’ retorted Marko with mock indignation. ‘If she was behind
it she would just dodge the answer. She can do the neither-confirmnor-deny routine better than anyone I’ve ever met, without ever using
that phrase. The reason I have a sneaky suspicion is simply that about
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a week or so before the ECHO! published that suggestion she’d come
over to my office on some minor pretext. And then asked me what I
thought about the golf course “politics”. And, this is what stuck in my
mind, in a roundabout way asked if the sand mine railway had to be
built as planned or whether it could be moved closer to the old mines.’
‘Well,’ said Bill, clearly surprised. ‘That is a bit of a give-away. And
such a brilliant idea contributed anonymously has all the hallmarks of
The PM at work. But why would she get involved with the golf club
“politics” as you rightly called them?’
‘Why not?’ Marko responded. ‘Anything which is good for tourism in
this corner of Norfolk is good for our railway too. And The PM is fully
aware that we – and I really do mean you and I – are the ones setting
up and will be managing the running of the sand mine railway, even
through the rest of the museum has its own committee.’
‘Yes, The PM does tend to see – what do people say – “the bigger
picture” better than anyone else,’ concluded Bill.
‘Anyway, we can talk about this further another time. I’m a bit on the
late side for getting over to the training sessions. See you here next
week, if we haven’t had a reason to meet up at work before then.’
disclaimer
There happens to be a golf course on the site of extensive former sand
mines – for exactly the reasons given – in the part of Norfolk where this
tale is set. However it is one of the elite clubs and, so far as I am
aware, has never had any financial problems. The rather splendid
clubhouse is not destined to become a heritage centre any time soon.
Indeed, part from the almost inevitable reuse of former sandpits as a
golf course, everything else in this story is, so far as I am aware,
entirely fictional. And if, unbeknown to me, this is not the case that
would be an unfortunate coincidence.
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As Penny explained to the chap manning the reception desk and the
stockroom where bows for beginners could be rented, she had not
done any archery for seven or eight years – and that had only been for
less than an hour. Indeed, she thought to herself, she had probably
only done about a day’s worth of archery in her entire life, with
decade-long gaps or more between sessions. She followed his
recommendation of a longbow with a thirty-pound draw weight, even
though she felt it was too light, as the chap said that it needed to still
feel right even after the best part of an hour practising.
Penny thought it would be unlikely she would be putting in a solid
hour of shooting, but thought best to keep mum as presumably the
people who came here regularly were that serious about their hobby.
After being kitted-out with a special glove, wrist guard and – a first for
Penny – a ‘chest guard’ that covered her left breast she walked through
to the range. There were three other people already there, all with their
backs to the door. One was male and focused entirely on his shooting.
The other two were female, much younger than Penny, and clearly not
taking things quite so seriously as some rather girlish giggles had just
erupted. But once the dark-haired one lifted her bow the giggles
stopped. And she was clearly a good shot as five arrows landed in
quick succession, mostly in the yellow with only one or two in the red.
Penny realised that the targets seemed quite close – the chap who
sorted her out for equipment had said the indoor range was only
twenty yards. ‘But that’s fine for anyone who needs to practice their
release technique,’ he’d commented. Penny took it as a fairly loaded –
though, in truth, entirely accurate – assessment of where her weakness
would be.
To get to a spare target she had to walk behind the other three people
to reach the right-hand side of the range. The dark-haired girl had
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resumed shooting but her auburn-haired companion turned to look
briefly at Penny. Penny took up her stance and began to fire at the
target, rather aware that the others were all behind her so could easily
see how she was doing. As expected her release was, to put it politely,
erratic. At least all the arrows were in the target, though none in the
yellow.
She smiled at the girls as she walked back from the target after
collecting her arrows. She felt she knew them from somewhere, but it
seemed unlikely as in the few months she’d been living at Brindlecliffe
she hadn’t met many people, least of all here in Bishop’s Snoring.
After firing a few more ‘ends’ of arrows – helpfully she had been issued
with six rather than just three – she walked away from the firing
position to take a short break. The dark-haired girl came over and said
‘Hello. I think you’ve bought stuff from me.' Penny smiled and said
‘Hello’ but clearly looked a bit blank. But, just as Penny was beginning
to place the two girls but struggling for their names, the auburn-haired
girl spoke instead. ‘We’re Sal and Sara, from the Emporium at Eaton
station. Sal recognised you when you walked in. You’re Penny, unless
we’re mistaken.’
‘Yes, I’m Penny.’ Some chit-chat followed about how long each of
them had been doing archery. Sal and Sara were impressed when
Penny started by saying she’d first done archery at school back in the
late 1960s. ‘Oh, you have been doing it for a long time!’ responded
Sara. ‘Yes, but I’ve not done it very often,’ confessed Penny, without
being any more specific. ‘I’m well aware my release is not at all
smooth.’
‘Yes,’ said Sal, ‘I had noticed you were still using the static release. But
if you learnt all that time ago then it would be before dynamic release
was in use.’
Penny professed that she had no idea there was another way of doing
things. So Sal said it’s all about bring the bow up, drawing, aiming and
releasing as one continual flow. It is much easier on the back muscles
so less tiring and much less likely to result in wobbling while aiming.
It takes some time to get the aiming right, but the important thing is to
practice as often as possible to get the muscle memory right.
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‘It all sounds like Zen and the Art of Archery,’ replied Penny. Sal and
Sara looked blank. ‘It was book which was very popular around the
1970s,’ Penny continued, ’I forget the name of the author but I’m fairly
sure he died before the book became something of a hippie “bible”.’
‘I don’t know much about Zen, even though our mum and dad were
hippies before they settled down enough to bring us two up,‘ Sal
responsed. ‘Sara and I are more involved in Daoism. But I know there
are overlaps between Daoism and Zen as the Japanese, as always,
borrowed aspects of Chinese culture and made them their own.’
‘The whole idea of dynamic release is to “maintain flow”, chipped in
Sara, ‘which is a very Daoist idea.’ ‘Isn’t it just,’ remarked Penny. ‘Oh,
do you know about Daoism?’ asked Sal. ‘Well, just a bit, though I
don’t think of myself as a Daoist.’ ‘Oh, that’s a nice surprise,’ said Sal
with a smile, ‘most folks have never heard of it!’
Sal and Sara showed Penny what dynamic release was like and
encouraged her to give it a go. Penny fully agree she would practice
with that technique as she hadn’t really mastered static release
anyway. Sal and Sara rather conspicuously made no comment. Instead
Sal simply said that the two usually came about this time on a
Wednesday evening and would be more than happy if Penny wanted
to make it a regular meet up. ‘Just sometimes we need to fire the wood
kiln, which takes three days and nights… ‘ Sara interrupted her sister to
say ‘And even longer to catch up on missed sleep,’ before Sal finished
by saying ‘But we’d let you know the week before if this was likely.’
After Penny had shot another six arrows and retrieved them Sal said
that one of the key things about the dynamic release was to ‘aim’ for
the follow-through position, and not the release position. ‘Ah,’ said
Penny. ‘That's the key difference then. I’ll do another few ends with
that in mind.’
‘At this stage, don’t worry about where you hit the target,’ said Sal. ‘Or
even if you hit the target at all,’ contributed Sara. ‘Just focus your
thoughts on the continuous flow of movement and get that into what
the experts call your “muscle memory”.’ ‘Aiming comes later in the
learning process,’ added Sal helpfully.
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While Penny had been learning about the dynamic release the tall
chap who had been quite serious about his archery picked up various
bows and the rest of his equipment before saying, in a rather subdued
way, ‘Bye everyone’ before going out the door.
‘Who was the rather serious chap who just left?’ asked Penny.
‘Oh, we call him “Little John” but he doesn’t like that. His name really
is John but he doesn’t seem to like the nickname,’ said Sara.
‘Well, it is a bit obvious for a chap who is above average height and
quite heavily-built – though it does seem to be shoulder and arm
muscle rather than a beer belly,’ replied Penny.
‘Yes, it wouldn’t be beer,’ said Sara. ‘I don’t think he drinks anything
stronger than tea. He’s been doing archery since he was a boy, and is
able to pull bows well over a hundred pounds. I’ve seen him pull a
bow he made which he said was almost 100 pounds draw weight, and
I’ve no reason to think he was exaggerating.’ Sal continued, ‘He fired
off several ends from it without wobbling too, which really impressed
me.’
‘That’s the sort of draw weight that medieval archers used, isn’t it?’
queried Penny. ‘Yes,’ answered Sal, ‘you really did have to practice
from childhood to be able to be an archer in the army. It was why
archery practice was regarded as compulsory even in peacetime.’
‘John makes wooden bows for a living,’ Sal continued, ‘so usually
when he’s here he’s just demonstrating. He arranges to meet potential
customers here – he certainly had a selection of bows tonight,
presumably of different draw weights, for someone to try. I expect he
left in a bit of a huff if the person had failed to show up.’
Sara said that even though John was a bowyer, his surname was
Fletcher. Penny smiled and said, ‘Well I’m sure the jokes about that get
boring after a short time, so perhaps no wonder “Little John” doesn’t go
down too well either.’ Sal and Sara both smiled. ‘He’s not the chatty
sort normally, by the way,’ said Sara. ‘Getting a “Goodbye” from him
is about as good as it gets.’ ‘Probably doesn’t help that we use
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compound bows. They don’t fit in with his idea of what a bow should
be like!’ Sal said with a laugh.
‘Yes,’ responded Penny. ‘I am a little curious to know more about the
bows you both use. They look very complicated. What’s their main
advantage?’
It was Sara who started speaking just a moment before Sal, and they
exchanged a glance before Sara continued. ‘It’s because they have a
light draw weight but the pulleys convert it in such a way the arrow
fires as if the draw weight was several times greater.’
‘They’re not a big help for the short distances of indoor shooting,’
added Sal. ‘But it really makes a difference on an outdoor range.
Would you like to have a go with mine?’
Penny enthusiastically nodded. ‘Just be sure not to dry fire,’ responded
Sal. ‘You know, accidentally release without an arrow in place. It can
do quite a bit of damage.’
After the first end Sal said she thought that with a bit more experience
of dynamic release then she could see Penny getting on well with a
compound bow. ‘Are they are much more expensive than a traditional
bow?’ Penny enquired. ‘Well, the ones Sara and I have are quite cheap
ones – you could pay more for a longbow, especially one of John’s.
The most expensive of the compound bows are for sale at eyewatering prices. But they’re for people who take archery much more
seriously than we do,’ looking to Sara for confirmation which was
offered with a broad grin.
‘Are you ready for a tea break?’ asked Sal. ‘We’ll ask Mike to reserve
two targets for afterwards, if he can.’
‘Oh,’ said Penny, a little perplexed. ‘I thought I’d booked a target for
an hour and that was that.’
‘Well,’ said Sara, ‘Maybe that’s how it supposed to be. But most folk
come here for the café as well as the range so take a break about
halfway through. So long as there’s not lots of bookings then Mike’s
OK about doing two half-hour stints. He’s keen to make money from
the café, so it helps him too.’
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‘So the rule-of-thumb is to do about thirty minutes practice, take a
break for nearly as long, then come back. And,’ continued Sal, ‘if no
one else is waiting then Mike is OK if you go over the hour.’
Seems Mike ran the café as well as everything else. The menu was
mostly baguettes and cakes, but all of them looked home-made. Sal
and Sara expressed mock indignation that all the carrot cake had gone
– ‘It’s the only reason we came here’ said Sara to Mike, with a smile.
Both settled for a version of flapjack that looked to be made from
meusli and chopped dates. Penny had planned to cook when she got
back to her flat, but opted for a chicken and salad baguette which
looked more than big enough to keep her going until the morning.
After they’d sat down and started to eat the conversation petered out.
Penny broke the short silence by saying that one of the reasons she had
come along to the archery centre was to meet people, as there were
only limited opportunities to make friends near her new home in
Brindlecliffe, so was really happy to have met up with Sal and Sara.
‘Where were you living before?’ Sara enquired.
‘In Leicestershire. I sold up and bought a flat in Brindlecliffe towards
the end of last year,’ Penny replied. ‘Thanks to someone you two
might know, I was introduced to the local history group who meet at
Eaton St Torpid. But that’s about it for new acquaintances so far.’
‘Who might we know?’ Sara asked with a cheeky smile.
‘Bill Wainwright,’ Penny said. Both sisters were momentarily silent.
‘Perhaps you don’t know him,’ Penny helped. ‘He’s the manager of the
railway workshop.’
‘Oh, yes,’ responded Sal. ‘We both know Bill. But, truth to tell, I never
had him down as the sort of chap who made friends. If I may ask, how
did you meet him?’
‘It’s simple. We live in the same building – St Edmund’s Court. And,
yes, I do understand why you might think he is a little awkward
socially. But he’s alright once you get past some of his, shall we say,
ingrained habits.’
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‘Yes,’ said Sal, ‘I’m sure he’s all right really. I know that Marko Cheney
– the Operations Manager – gets on well with him as he and Bill have
an after-work drink every week in the Le Strange Arms. Marko has the
weirdest sense of humour of anyone I’ve met. I’ve no idea how that
goes down with Bill.’
‘You’re right – it is every Tuesday evening at six. I’ve only met Marko
once but in the short time we were together he did come out with
many witticisms.’
‘Yes,’ chipped in Sara. ‘Marko’s always good company. Why only a
brief meet up?’
‘Well,’ said Penny, pausing for dramatic effect. ‘I could say we spent
the night together. But that would give you the wrong impression.
Actually it was only till about four in the morning.’ Penny smiled
enigmatically and the two sisters were clearly at a loss for words. ‘But
if I told you why we were in the same building together for over six
hours you might be even more surprised.’
‘Oh, neither Sara nor I are easily surprised about what might go on
after dark, are we Sara?’ Sal turned to her sister and gave a pantomime
wink.
Penny replied by hamming up her response. ‘Ooooh noooooo! My
dears, it was nothing like that.’ In her normal voice she continued,
‘And actually Marko was quite seriously bruised by the experience.’
‘What happened?’ Sal asked in a more concerned tone.
‘You know what happened. Presumably Marko told you – I know it
wasn’t Bill,’ replied Penny enigmatically.
Sal and Sara both looked puzzled. ‘Don’t you remember when Simon
and I were last in your Emporium you said that you’d heard that
someone had been taken by the hand by Queen Isabella?’
‘Yes,’ said Sal rather quizzically. Sara continued to look puzzled.
‘I am the person who was taken by the hand,’ said Penny with a smile.
Sal and Sara seemed genuinely speechless for several moments but
eventually Sara asked Penny how this had come about, and was it
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really true that Marko had been pushed down stairs by a ghost. Penny
answered their questions, without adding too many additional details.
By then their plates and cups were empty, but all three seemed to have
forgotten that it was time to go back to the range. Mike looked across
and realised they were likely to stay in deep conversation so allowed
some newly-arrived members of the archery club to use the targets, on
the basis they might have to take a break after half-an-hour.
‘Why did you get involved in paranormal vigils in the first place?’ Sara
probed.
‘Well, for many years it was more “earth lights” and other people’s
reports of ghosts which interested me. The vigils came much later.’
‘What’s an “earth light”?’ interrupted Sal.
‘It seems to be a natural phenomena produced when rocks are under
great pressure. It could happen anywhere. But for there to be any
chance of them being seen there needs to be geological fault lines
close to the surface together with thin soils. Back around 1980 two
researchers looked into examples in Leicestershire and found that they
preceded relatively minor earthquakes. And also that all sorts of ‘white
shapes’ – thought to be ghosts – were seen along a fault line which is
close to the road from Loughborough to Ashby de la Zouch.’
Penny paused but neither of the sisters spoke so carried on. ‘A book
came out called Earthlights and subsequently researchers in various
parts of the world – especially Norway, I seem to think – began to
deliberately look for such anomalous lights. It just intrigued me that
the initial discovery was made a few miles away from where I was
living. And, indeed, the author of the book had grown up a few streets
away.’
‘It’s a small world sometimes,’ contributed Sal.
‘Even smaller – one of the leading authors about the folklore and
paranormal phenomena associated with places was also brought up in
Thurmaston. In the mid-1980s both these authors had moved away.
But I met up with a few other people living in and around Leicester
with similar interests. One of them was part of a group who did
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paranormal vigils, mostly at supposedly haunted pubs in the city and
surrounding area.
Sal asks if Penny had heard of phantom black dogs. ‘A bit of an East
Anglia “speciality”,’ responded Penny, then added, ‘They even have
their own name around here – Black Shuck. That seems to be a
corruption of the Anglo-Saxon word for goblins or such like, succa.’
‘Oh, really?’ queried Sara. ‘Marko once said that all the local lore
about so-called “phantom black dogs“ on the beaches was most likely
smugglers putting the fear of the Devil into the locals, perhaps by tying
an old-fashioned lantern around the neck of one of the sheep.'
‘Could well be!’ agreed Penny.
Sara continued. 'As Marko said, to call them “Black Shuck“ when the
local usage of the word “shuck“ is to fool someone into believing
something that is not true is rather a give-away, wouldn't you agree?'
'If that is how the word “shuck“ was used around here then it might
well be the case’, Penny acknowledged. ‘And I suppose a lantern or
two tied around the neck of a sheep just might confuse any Excise men
taking an interest in the smugglers, so acting as effective decoys.'
Penny realised that Marko’s deduction was far more convincing than
just putting the fear of Old Nick in the locals.
There was a brief pause in the conversation. Penny resumed by saying
‘Whatever the real reasons might be, so-called phantom black dogs
generated far more interest than might be expected among folklorists
about a hundred or so years ago.’ Sal and Sara looked at Penny, so she
continued. ‘Perhaps not so surprising if people did think they were
encountering unfeasibly large dogs, “darker than the night sky”, with
eyes the size of saucers and glowing red. They are certainly likely to
memorable and make good stories. If, as is often alleged, the sighting
is seemingly the portent of a death in family, the spookiness is
enhanced.’
Sal asked if they were found throughout Britain. Penny simply said,
‘Probably. But East Anglia and Devon have by far the most accounts.
But that may well be because folklorists in those places took a special
interest in such tales. So far as I am aware there are examples from
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almost all English counties, though I’m not so sure about Wales,
Scotland or Ireland. There’s certainly a quite famous one on the Isle of
Man.’
‘You seem to know a lot about them!’ commented Sara.
‘Well, maybe so,’ responded Penny. ‘But it was nearly thirty years ago
when I read up on them. I’ve almost certainly forgotten most of what I
knew back then.’
‘Why were you interested? Had you seen one yourself?’ enquired Sal.
‘No, I’ve never seen one. Although a friend once encountered one –
that was in Essex, close to salt marshes and such like, just as with many
of the East Anglian sightings. I got interested because the earliest
sightings were not so specific about the apparition being a black dog.
The tales, as they were written down, suggest something shape-shifting
and only some of the time looking like a large black dog. It’s only
when the folklorists started writing up lists of “phantom black dogs”
that the shape-shifting aspect got sidelined, as it were.’
‘Oh!’ said Sal excitedly. ‘I do like the idea of shape-shifting. That
sounds really paranormal.’
‘Fully agree. Back in the late 1980s, when I became aware of these
accounts, I thought it needed following up. Which is why I tried to
track down all the available folklore publications. Although some of
the sightings in Devon were in notes which hadn’t been published
before the researcher died.’
‘When did the folklorists start thinking they were “only” black dogs
and not shape-shifting?’ asked Sal.
‘The earlier appearances of the barguest of Yorkshire had been a
“shapeless horror”. By the 1870s – if I remember correctly – it was
usually taking the form of a big black dog with saucer eyes, and in later
references it is simply a black dog. Elsewhere in the country writers
used formulaic phrases to describe such apparitions. These included
“as large as a donkey”, “as big as a calf” and “shaggy as a bear”. But
these seem to derive from earlier tales in which such apparitions were
reported as actually having been donkeys, calves or bears.’ Penny
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paused but Sal and Sara seemed happy for her to continue. ‘When a
carrier in Leeds saw a so-called padfoot rolling along the ground
before her, “like a woolpack” it is not clear whether the dog had
turned into a bale of wool, or was just behaving like one. I think that
account was published around 1879, so it’s just when shape-shifting
was beginning to be written out of the narratives.’
‘In some parts of the country it was thought such apparitions were the
Devil in disguise,’ Penny added, which was met with ‘Ooohs’ from Sal
and Sara. ‘If I remember correctly the last such time was towards the
end of the nineteenth century at an annual Palm Sunday gathering at
Longbridge Deverell in Wiltshire. The record states “Sum’at was there,
anyhow, and they all ran away.”’
‘What’s more interesting is that, until fairies became re-invented for the
Victorian nursery, also around the 1870s, they too were associated
with shape-shifting. A pioneer antiquarian, John Aubrey, records
seeing an apparition near Cirencester in 1670. When asked whether it
was a good spirit or a bad one, it gave no answer, but disappeared
with a curious perfume – and a most melodious twang. Aubrey’s
companion believed it was a fairy.’
‘Oh, I like the idea of leaving a distinctive smell,’ remarked Sara. ‘And
the tuneful “twang” too,’ added Sal.
‘There was even a word to describe the shape-shifting of fairies,’ Penny
added. ‘It was a word we still use – glamour. It originally meant
something like the power of enchantment, but was used specifically
for how women – and fairies – made themselves attractive.’
‘I suppose that’s not far from how the word is actually used today,’
responded Sal. ‘Someone “glamorous” isn’t necessarily the same as
someone inherently beautiful.’
‘What’s also interesting is that before the word glamour there was an
Old English word scin or scinna, which evolves into our word ‘shine’.
Again the modern sense is of a shiny surface which can reflect in
interesting – or even deceptive – ways. But to the Anglo-Saxons it
meant a deceptive appearance, even a phantom or spectre, and was
used to describe magic and sorcery, as in scin-craeft and scin-leac.
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Which is exactly what ‘glamour’ meant before it started to mean what
it does now.
‘But most often in Old English scin appears as ‘elf shine’. Even
allowing for the way the word ‘elf’ at the time meant something more
broadly paranormal than it does now, it seems to be synonymous with
“fairy glamour”.’ Penny paused once again. Sal and Sara seemed
happy for her to continue.
‘I wish I could remember the two Greek words used in the Classical
literature which also denote shine and glamour. But to me at least it
seems that there may be something in common with glamour and
shine and the subtle light given off by earth lights, which certainly do
not have a fixed shape and can be mistaken for white lady ghosts.’
Penny paused. ‘Anyway, I’m talking far too much about my interests
and obsessions. Can we still go back to the range for our second
session?’
After doing another twenty minutes or so of fairly steady shooting they
called it a night. By then everyone else had left and Mike was finishing
shutting everything down. He courteously asked Penny if she had
enjoyed her session and would be coming back, to which she
enthusiastically agreed. Sal then asked Mike if he’d made any progress
with arrangements to set up outdoor butts at the sand mine museum.
‘Getting there,’ was his only response.
As they walked back to their cars, Sal said to Penny that Mike is on the
committee of the sand mine museum. He thinks having an option to
do archery will bring in more money.’ ‘And give us somewhere to
practice outdoors!’ continued Sara. Penny nodded and smiled – she
would much prefer shooting over longer distances than this short
indoor range, even if it did mean contending with any wind.
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Eyes in the dark
The sun was about to set over the Wash and Mike asked Sal and Sara
if they would help carry the target stands back to the storage container.
The test of the new outdoor archery range at Friars Ambling had gone
well. They had deliberately missed the targets to see how far misfired
arrows might travel, but the rising ground was sufficient to trap even
the most wayward ones. They had even fired up at about forty-five
degrees and again the arrows had fallen within sight. Though Mike did
say he hoped ‘Little’ John had the sense not to try it with a hundredpound draw-weight bow.
Sal had always preferred shooting outdoors, even if gusts of wind did
make it more difficult to keep a tight grouping on an end of arrows.
Sara had only shot indoors before, so the longer distance to the target
was a new experience.
After a second trip back to retrieve the targets Mike was locking up the
container when a car drew into the car parking area. ‘Oh, I’d have
forgotten to leave to the gates open for the Vikings,’ Mike admitted.
‘Good job one of them arrived before we left.’
Not one but two people got out of the car, the man who was driving
and a woman who was in the front passenger seat. And neither looked
very much like a Viking. Or even someone about to don Viking
costume. Sal looked at Sara – one of the couple looked familiar. And
the woman looked over to the three departing archers and said, ‘Oh!
Hello Sal! Hello Sara! What have you three been up to?’
Sal ignored the innuendo and fired back her own riposte, ‘Well,
Cynthia, nothing that would make the local newspaper. And why are
you – and your “friend” – here can we ask? Or isn’t that polite?’
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Tony Gumley's ten-metre high steel and concrete sculpture called
'The Great Torc' as originally envisaged, close to the coast road in
front of Ken Wood (where the hoard of gold Iron Age torcs was
discovered).
‘Oh, too-shay,’ came back Cynthia. ‘Now, rest assured, there’s nothing
improprietous about my arriving here with Tony. We are simply
interested to see how the Great Torc would look at sunset.’
Mike asked ‘What’s a Great Talk when it’s at home? Or is it a Great
Awk?’
Cynthia missed the wordplay and simply said ‘Well, now that the local
council have decided that Tony’s sculpture can’t be at the side of the
coast road, as everyone so much hoped, then we were hoping it could
be a feature at the sand mining museum.’
‘News to me,’ said Mike. ‘And I’m the secretary for the museum.’
Not one to be easily phased, Cynthia said. ‘That’s exactly why we’re
here. Tony and I want to work out where would be best to site it so
that when it’s lit up in the evenings people will see it best. We can
then put forward a proposal to the museum committee. It will be a
major attraction in its own right. If you’re the secretary then you will
be the first to see how wonderful the proposal will be.’
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Sal then chipped in. ‘Oh yes, I remember seeing photos in the ECHO!
a year or so ago. It’s a great shame the council said no as I really liked
the idea of an Angel of the East by the main road as people drove into
north-west Norfolk.’
Tony spoke for the first time. ‘It’s called the Great Torc, not the Angel
of the East. I’m not even very fond of the Torc of Norfolk, but at least
that’s better than my work being named after someone else’s sculpture,
famous as it might be.’
‘Oh, don’t be such a sensitive soul,’ responded Cynthia. ‘Once it’s
been installed it will be more famous than anything up in the northeast.’
Mike defused the tension by saying that it would be OK for Tony to
remain parked where he was as the security gates would be kept
unlocked for the Viking re-enactors who would arrive soon after six.
‘But be sure to leave before they do,’ was his final remark.
Cynthia assured Mike that they would only be here for less than an
hour and everyone said cheerio. Mike set off for Bishop’s Snoring and
the girls headed off to pick up the coast road in the other direction to
get home to Eaton.
‘What’s Jaycee doing here?’ Sara blurted out after they’d driven a few
hundred yards. A minibus clearly marked up with gaudy graphics
promoting ‘Pocohontas Canoe Hire’ was on its way towards the sand
mining museum.
‘Perhaps he’s taken up Viking re-enactment,’ Sal suggested. ‘Just the
sort of macho pastime he would be drawn towards.’
Sara agreed and the conversation changed to what they were going to
eat for their supper.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Neither Cynthia nor Tony had set foot on the site before. And it was
much larger than they’d expected. To fit a suitable place would mean
walking around before it got much darker. Tony opened the boot and,
after a bit of rummaging around, found a large torch. He pressed the
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switch but nothing happened. However a bit of fiddling about with the
batteries resulted in the bulb illuminating. ‘It’s an old one, not like the
new LED ones, so the battery won’t last for ever,’ he said. ‘But better
than nothing.’
Cynthia was already looking around and trying to work out how the
site could be seen from the main road which formed a ring road
around the north of Bishops Snoring. But it was nearly a mile away, so
any sculpture would be invisible. And there simply wasn’t any
significant traffic in Friars Ambling, except for residents and anyone
coming to the ruins or the museum. The road continued but only to
various coastal farms and the tracks which provided access to fields.
Maybe some of the more adventurous bird watchers would go beyond,
but rarely once it was dark. But, as indefatigable as ever, Cynthia
insisted Tony went with her to see if it could be put on the rise of
ground to the south. It was difficult to work out where the sand mining
museum’s land might end – the brand-new security fencing was only
adjacent to the little lane.
They kept walking south but the headlights of vehicles still seemed to
be a long way in the distance. They finally turned west, towards a
large and unkempt hedge. Tony was well aware Cynthia was
becoming more taciturn as options for siting the sculpture became
increasingly elusive.
‘I think this must be the limit of the sand mine museum’s land,’ Tony
remarked when they reached the hedge. ‘We’ve got to the course of
the disused railway.’
Cynthia suddenly froze. ‘Tony,’ she said, sounding quite shaken, ‘just
shine your torch over towards the hedge again.’ Tony had only been
waving the torch while walking so wasn’t even aware he’d been
illuminating the hedge. ‘Why? What have you seen?’
‘A pair of eyes. Just the reflection you get from some animal’s eyes,
such as cats. But if that was a cat it would be the biggest cat I’ve ever
seen outside a zoo.’
Tony waved the torch along the hedge. ‘No, no, lower down,’ Cynthia
said. ‘Imagine a lion or something hunkered down about to pounce.’
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‘Strewth,’ said Tony. ‘We’ve not much chance if it does pounce on us.
I’m not in the habit of carrying a hunting rifle when I go for a stroll
across a field. I don't even own one. I've never even fired one.’
And, just for a moment, as Tony pointed the torch lower, there was
another glint of eyes. But higher up, and for all the world it seemed like
the lion – or whatever it might be – had got up, turned its face away
from the torch, and was walking off.
‘Shit! I think it’s moving,’ Cynthia said. ‘Just keep the torch pointing
that way in case it thinks it can take us by surprise.’ They turned
around and walked in the direction of the lane. Tony kept sweeping
the torch along the hedge. After about a minute of walking another
pair of eyes glinted ahead of them, near the hedge at the side of where
they needed to pass. ‘How on earth did it get that far so quickly?’
asked Tony. ‘I’ve no idea. But we’re a bit buggered if it’s cut off our
path back,' Cynthia contributed in a voice which suggested she was
getting decidedly scared.
In the dusk a jet-black animal bigger than any dog jumped over the
hedge – which must have about six feet high at that point – from a
standing start, and went out of sight on the other side. ‘Strewth!’ went
Tony. Cynthia had the presence of mind to start shouting ‘Away!
Away!’ as loudly as she could and waving her arms in the air. Tony
thought it was mildly amusing but then realised they were indeed in
serious danger and all sense of amusement vanished.
Then there was a roar. Not very loud. And not from the direction of the
last pair of eyes. But, seemingly, from about where they’d seen the first
pair. And, as Tony said, ‘That sounds like a lion. Maybe not a very big
lion, but it sure ain’t a feral farm moggie.’
‘I agree with that,’ responded Cynthia. ‘Which means, so far as I can
tell, there’s not one but two of them. I do hope one’s male and one’s
female and they’re feeling frisky.’
‘Why’s that?’ asked Tony.
‘Because that would mean they’re not about to do a pincer action on
us, with one taking out you and one taking out me.’
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‘Err, yes, here’s to there being love in the air,’ said Tony trying to be as
brave as he could be. ‘Or whatever feline frolicsomeness might be best
described as.’
The kept up a brisk pace and found a field entrance onto the lane with
no gate across. At this point a car arrived outside the castle ruins. They
were a few hundred yards away but Tony and Cynthia hoped its lights
would be sufficient to scare off the lions from thinking of following
them any further – if indeed they had been following. Or whatever
animals they might be.
fictionised geography
Friars Ambling has many similarities with the real-world Castle Rising.
However Castle Rising is nearly two miles east of the course of the
former West Norfolk Junction Railway, which passes to the west of
North Wootton. The fictional geography of these tale imagines that
Friars Ambling is where North Wootton actually exists. In these tales
North Wootton does not exist (apart from the former railway line and
station) and a village very like Castle Rising (including the twelfth
century ruins) is there instead. Where Castle Rising is actually is a
different village. It might be called North Wootton but is never
mentioned in the tales so never gets named. Are you following this?
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The Grand Denouement
Four cars, driving in convoy, arrived in the car park of the proposed
sand mining museum. Out trooped about a dozen women. With just a
few exceptions, rather tall and generally rather large women. Dressed
as Vikings. Actually, dressed more like Viking warriors than Viking
women. Dave stepped forward to greet them. ‘I think you must be the
Followers of Freya,’ was all he said.
‘Yes, we are!’ one of them almost shouted. ‘Come on gals, give these
hapless blokes a welcome.’ At which moment they all broke into loud
ullulations and then cries of ‘May Freya be with you.’ Clearly this
wasn’t just showmanship. These were a serious cult of Freya
worshippers. Dave, who was among the small number of male Viking
re-enactors already present, realised they needed to raise their game to
match these female berserkers.
Over the next ten minutes more of Dave’s group appeared. After
customary introductions they set off into the field to practice combat
routines. Dave’s group had already got used to training by moonlight,
and the women quickly adapted.
After about three-quarters of an hour of practising hand-to-hand
combat the leader of the women announced she was having too much
fun and needed to take a break. Several of the others concurred and
most of the two groups gathered round to chat. Just two of the lads
continued, with a lot of shouting, as the more experienced one was
teaching the other some of the finer points of fending off an axe with a
shield.
A loud shout of ‘Die!’ was the cue that the carefully-aimed incoming
blow was on its way, so the defender’s shield needed to be in exactly
the right place. It wouldn’t work in a real battle, but it sounded
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effective and, with a bit of practice, avoided accidentally inflicting
serious injuries on a fellow re-enactor. Careful aim, equally carefully
shield positioning and a well-honed sense of timing were clearly
essential as, once the skills had been mastered, the swords and axes
were swung with what must be real force. Certainly enough to splinter
pieces off the wooden shields, and dent the metal bosses in the centre.
As might be expected when two war bands of Viking re-enactors are
having a bit of banter some of the conversation between the two
groups got a bit close to the mark. It had all started after Dave had said
that sanitised, unhistorical accounts of Viking ‘colonialism’ were quite
removed from reality as ninth century settlement by Vikings in
northern Europe involved enslaving the indigenous population and
selling them to traders who, ultimately, sold them in the Middle East.
Not that the Anglo-Saxons, whom the Vikings were enslaving, had
behaved any differently when they settled in England a few centuries
before.
But somehow the banter had got the wrong side of politically correct,
with the leader of the women’s war band adding a few expletives to
her response to one of the bigger of the male Vikings. ‘You can call us
Shield Maidens if your tongue trips over Followers of Freya. But we’re
not ****ing answering to ”Hairy Dykers”.’ Which got a response along
the lines of ‘Wash your mouth out with carbolic soap, else we’ll call
you Shield Middens.’ The women’s leader responded with ‘I’ve no
idea what a shield midden might look like, but rest assured when I find
out you’ll be face down in the bottom of one every time I’m answering
the call of nature.’
Dave tried to restore some sensibility to the conversation by asking if
the Rainbow Bridge in the Icelandic sagas could be brought up to date
as reference to supporting LGBT rights. ‘Might be deemed “cultural
appropriation”,’ came a voice from his own ranks. But the
conversation stopped abruptly as a somewhat bedraggled and very
breathless young woman ran towards them, saying repeatedly in
French, ‘J'ai besoin d'aide! J'ai besoin d'aide!’
The leader of the Followers of Freya started speaking with her in
French. After a few moments she just says to the new arrival ‘Arrêtez!
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Tu es en sécurité avec nous.’ And turns to the group. ‘She’s run most
of the way from the coast. There’s a group of women who have landed
on the beach with three nasty blokes “minding” them. My guess is this
is people smuggling.’
She turns to the woman. ‘Comment t'appelles-tu?’ ‘Ajola,’ she replies.
Turning to one of the smaller of the women, ‘Right – Anna, Ajola’s
going to sit in your car with you till we get things sorted. Make sure she
doesn’t go into shock and get chilled. Phone for an ambulance if
you’re in any doubt.’ Turning to Dave she says ‘From a quick look at
the map to get here I think this road is a dead end and with no side
turnings.’ Several of the lads agreed. ‘So whoever is at the coast is very
likely to come out this way.’
‘Ajola,’ she called out to the figure already making her way to Anna’s
car, ‘Avez-vous vu des véhicules?’ ‘Un minibus,’ was her reply. ‘Avec
Pocahontas Canoe Hire écrit sur le côté.’
‘What?’ several of the lads called out almost together. ‘What’s that
skallywag up to this time?’ asked Dave rhetorically. The Frenchconversing Follower of Freya spoke several sentences with Ajola, then
turned to the rest of the group. ‘Yes, it’s Jaycee’s minibus that’s
involved. Ajola ran off just as they were supposed to be boarding. She
thinks they’re still out looking for her instead of driving off. She used
the road to get here so they would have passed her. Or caught her. She
used to be the national champion for cross-country running, so got
away faster than they expected.’
‘OK, we can block them off,’ said Dave. ‘Old Ben, you’ve got the best
off-road 4x4 between us. Turn left out the car park and then reverse
into the field gateway about two hundred yards on the left. It's before
the really big hedge.’ Ben started to walk towards his car. ‘Hang on
just a mo so I can finish giving instructions. Can two of the girls drive
out about half-way to where Ben’s going to park up and stop side-byside blocking the road? Pretend you’re chatting.’ ‘No pretending
needed,’ came back a cheeky reply. ‘Ben, if Jaycee’s minibus appears
then, as soon as it’s stopped by the cars, pull out across the road to
stop Jaycee reversing. Off you go – no hanging about.’
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‘Right, the rest of you. Pick up your weapons and shields. We’re going
to walk to the gateway where Old Ben’s going to be parked and then
keep back from the road. When Ben pulls out we run out and surround
the van. Keep quiet and use surprise as much as possible. But, if we
lose the advantage of surprise, make as much noise as you can and
brandish your weapons. Just don’t hit anyone with them unless they hit
you first. Or they start firing guns. In which case don’t do anything
heroic and look out for each other. Form three combat teams, agree a
platoon leader and a deputy then prepare to take out the smuggler
nearest to you – understood? If Jaycee’s minibus appears before we’ve
got to the cars then just start running and yelling as soon as Ben’s
pulled out.’
‘Should we phone the police?’ one of the lads sensibly asked. ‘Let’s get
to action stations first and then see if there’s a signal there,’ Dave
replied. ‘Not quite sure what the plod could do – bet this time on a
Tuesday night there’s only one patrol car for the whole district.’
One of the lasses said to the French-speaking Viking leader, ‘Fay,
shouldn’t you stay with Ajola? I doubt if Anna speaks any French.’ ‘Not
a good idea, Petal – the rest of the women being smuggled may not
speak English. But may speak French. And someone needs to tell them
what’s going on. Or where to run for safety. Seemingly being set on by
a war band of berserking Vikings is probably not going to make them
think it’s the most relaxing night of their lives.’ ‘Oh, yes, Fay, I hadn’t
thought that there are more of them.’
There was no gate across the field entrance, and the substantial hedge
– it was the disused railway line – blocked the view for anyone
approaching from the coast. So Old Ben was able to pull back far
enough not to be easily seen. And there was enough hedge adjacent to
the road for the best part of twenty hefty lads and lasses to hide
behind. The two girls got out their cars to chat and were joined by Fay
who, predictably, was looking along the lane towards the coast while
standing there.
‘OK,’ Fay said to Dave by mobile phone. ‘We have company. Don’t
do anything rash until you see it’s a minibus. It might just be some
local doing something legit.’
142

The Grand Denouement

Which increasingly seemed unlikely. The headlights were
approaching at less than walking speed. And on each side torches
were being shone into the ditches and as far into the fields as the light
would carry. At least two people were looking for someone. Just before
getting to the gateway where Old Ben and the rest of the warriors were
lurking, the minibus driver saw the cars in the lane and put on main
beam. Then gave a long blast on his horn. The torch-bearers seemed to
get back on board just before reaching the disused railway line and the
vehicle increased in speed. But then had to stop. It was clearly the
minibus. The driver wound the window down and swore prolifically at
the women, insisting they move out his way.
To which Fay said ‘Jaycee you’re such a little tosspot that I wouldn’t
move out your way in a month of frigging Sundays. And don’t try
reversing as you’re already boxed in.’ Jaycee glanced at his wing
mirror and his face froze.
The passenger door on the minibus opened and a rather nasty-looking
chap just shouted ‘Away!’ His friend inside the bus shouted a warning
to him and he turned round. To be greeted by a spear thrust almost
into his face. ‘Lie down! Now!’ the spear-holder shouted. The man
half-in half-out the minibus hesitated, looking for a chance to run past
the parked cars. The three girls had blocked all the spaces between
and around the vehicles. The blunt side of a war axe hit him on his left
knee and he went to the ground. 'Grab him! Dave shouted out, as he
lifted his axe, now blade-side out, above his head. Two Vikings landed
on top of the smuggler, clearly in pain from the hit to his knee, and
pinned down his arms.
On the other side of the minibus the driver’s door had been opened
and Jaycee was dragged out then pinioned by his arms between two
hefty-looking Viking women. But in a very quick move, Jaycee lifted
his feet off the ground, threw his weight backwards – so the women
almost toppled – then hit them in their armpits with his knees, making
them loosen their grip. One of the women recovered quickly enough
to grab his forearm but Jaycee kicked her shin. 'Let him go', called out
the other woman. 'We know who he is.'
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Old Ben was on the far side of his car and using his phone –
presumably talking to the police. The other smuggler retreated into the
bus and sat down. A rather bright torch was shone into his face
through the window. Barely a moment later Dave's war axe went
straight through the window nearest to him, spraying glass fragments
into the bus, and a spear was thrust rather neatly into the seat cushion
just the other side of him, pinning him in place. Two more spears
quickly appeared at the side of his face, just brushing against his cheek
and throat.
Fay walked into the bus, followed by the two lasses who had briefly
detained Jaycee. There were seven women in the minibus, jabbering
excitedly. The women on the bus fell silent in mid-sentence. Three
female Viking re-enactors not far short of six feet tall even when not
wearing Doc Martens – and big in all other respects even before
donning padded leather jerkins – have an ability to stop conversations,
Fay thought wryly. She then walked up to the pinned down smuggler,
released the spear from the seat cushion and just said ‘Out!’, pointing
at the door she had come in. When he seemed to hesitate she grabbed
his ear and pulled it with perhaps a little more force than was
necessary. He got up and was dragged by his ear to the door. Then,
after a hefty kick to his backside and a shout of ‘Catch!’, stumbled
down the entrance steps into the arms of the two Followers of Freya
who had preceded his exit. More precisely, both his arms were
pinioned by the girls, and this time the girls used both their hands to
preclude any attempt to escape.
Once he was sufficiently far from the minibus then a third lass,
standing behind him, undid his trouser belt and pulled his trousers
down to his knees. A handgun, presumably in his waistband, clattered
to the tarmac and was immediately kicked into the roadside ditch.
‘Check the other chap hasn’t got a gun too,’ the shout went out.
Although the main intention of the debagging had been simply to stop
him running away, the girls had a good giggle at the lack of much of a
‘package’ where they expected one to be inside his Calvins.
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Old Ben came over and said, ‘The police will be here as soon as they
can.’ And brandished about two dozen large cable ties. ‘In the
meantime these can be used as wrist and ankle restraints.’
In the meantime Fay had gone back inside the minibus and quietly
said ‘Good evening’ to the remaining passengers, and one of the
women rather tentatively said ‘Hi’ back. She then said ‘Bon soir’ and
got several such greetings in reply. Fay continued in French, telling
them that Ajola was already safe and help would be coming for them
all as soon as possible. She had to keep stopping after nearly every
sentence so one of the French-speaking women could translate. Fay
did not recognise their language.
The French-speaking girls then started asking questions. Fay told them
they were in the east of England, even though it was called Norfolk.
Soon the police would arrive but, after questioning, would then take
them to a safe place. There was an extended discussion in their own
language. Although it seemed there may be two – or perhaps just very
different regional dialects. After that Fay was able to ask some more
questions. Seems the young women were all Albanian and had paid to
come to work as domestic helpers. They were worried that they would
be sent to prison for entering the country without passports.
One of the remarks back to Fay was to the effect that if ‘your men’ had
so many weapons why didn’t they simply kill the men who had
brought them here? Seems the women did not have anything good to
say about them. Fay suspected the two smugglers had been physically
– and probably sexually – abusing the women, but didn’t ask. She did
establish that the minibus driver had only appeared with the bus an
hour or so ago, and wasn’t part of the sea journey.
The sound of a helicopter began to get progressively louder. A very
dazzling searchlight suddenly picked out the group of vehicles. The
helicopter simply hovered about a hundred feet up and slightly to one
side. It was difficult for those on the ground to hear each other speak.
A voice came from a loudspeaker fitted to the helicopter. ‘This is
Norfolk Constabulary. Everyone please remain where you are. I repeat:
This is Norfolk Constabulary. Everyone please remain where you are.’
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Not long afterwards a few men from the village, concerned about the
noise, walked towards the group. The loudspeaker kicked in again
‘This is Norfolk Constabulary. Do not approach. They are heavily
armed and may be dangerous.’ Fay told one of the smaller of the
Followers of Freya, who by now was not armed and did not look in the
least dangerous, to ‘Ignore that twat with the mic’ and to walk over to
the locals to give them some idea of what’s happening. ‘Just don’t
mention the smuggler’s handgun, right Pet?’
A few moments later the reflection of blue lights could be seen beyond
the immediate houses and a patrol car going well over the village
speed limit swung into the lane and – in one swift move – braked
abruptly and swung sideways across the road. The driver got out and
spoke to those nearest to him. He then called his passenger over, who
was a woman police officer.
After some fairly brief discussions the two police officers did a cursory
check on the two captives, informing them they were under arrest. The
officer then had a long conversation on his radio. The police
helicopter landed on the grass just beyond the car park of the
proposed sand mining museum. An older uniformed officer got out
and strode over. Ajola and Anna followed him soon after. Ajola asked
Fay if it was OK for her to join the other women, which she agreed to.
The senior police officer asked a series of questions to Dave and Ben,
then instructed the female officer to go into the minibus. Fay
summarised to her the women’s situation and lack of English, so the
female officer asked Fay to act as translator.
The senior police officer, having established that the missing person
was known as Jaycee, went back to the helicopter and donned a
headset to brief the crew. ‘I need you to locate a third suspect. He did
a runner and went into the fields between here and the coast road. We
know who he is and it’s most important that we stop him doing any
further crimes such as trying to hijack a getaway car on the main road.
His surname is Wright. Given names Jason Charles. Repeat: Jason
Charles Wright. He introduces himself as 'J.C.' but is usually referred
to by others, including his father, as 'a Right Charlie'. Mr Wright senior
is a J.P.. I’m sure you understand that it would be very embarrassing to
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Mr Wright senior if his son does anything that would require more than
a suspended sentence. Do I make myself clear?’
‘Yes Chief,’ came the response from the co-pilot. ‘Wilco,’ said the
pilot.
The Chief Inspector walked away from the helicopter. Even before the
craft was airborne the co-pilot had switched on the infra-red camera.
They went up to a hundred feet or so and slowly rotated.
'Blimey,’ said the co-pilot, ‘look's like there's far more than just one of
them down there. That's a least six or seven people down there.'
'Not so sure they're all people,’ the pilot replied. ‘Look how fast
several of them are moving. Either it's an impressive bunch of athletes
or some of those are deer. Switch on the spotlight and check out the
hot spot by the hedge that's not moving.'
Jaycee was under a tree but there were few leaves on the branches to
shelter his eyes from the intense glare. He looked away. After a few
seconds the searchlight beam flicked away about a hundred yards and
lit up an enormous black beast with two heads. All the blood
seemingly drained from Jaycee's body in an instant. 'Holy shit, so
those phantom black dogs are really real. And for frigg's sake, I never
thought they were that big.'
The searchlight moved again and, although it was now several
hundred yards away, seemed to have picked up another of the
phantom dogs. And then another, moving remarkably fast even for a
dog. Then the light shone beyond a hedge. Jaycee could only assume
that there was yet another of these apparitions. Or maybe more than
one more, as the searchlight continued to jump about.
The pilot said 'They don't look much like deer to me. Looks like a
local zoo has lost a whole enclosure of tigers or something.'
The co-pilot said, 'No idea which zoo it might be. There's none near
here. And no one has registered as a keeper of any big cats in this part
of Norfolk. I’ve had to check that out at least a couple of time as
several of the force have reported seeing panther-sized black cats from
time to time, but never more than one in any one place.'
147

Tales from the Emporium

The pilot said 'Looks like the first one we saw might have been two of
them bonking. And if there's a female cat in heat then you can imagine
every tom cat in miles around will turn up fancying his chances. I just
hope they're not hungry afterwards else our Right Charlie is going to
end up as their post-coital bacon sarnie. Or whatever a seriously big
cat thinks is a snack.'
'I don't think the Chief will be at all happy if we let that happen. Let's
see if we can get the lad to head back to Friar's Ambling.'
He directed the spotlight back on Jaycee and picked up the
microphone for the loudspeaker: 'Jason Charles Wright this is Norfolk
Constabulary. We know who you are. We know exactly where you
are. For your own safety you need to return to your vehicle at Friar's
Ambling. Follow our searchlight beam and you should be safe. I
repeat: For your own safety you need to return to your vehicle at Friar's
Ambling. Follow our searchlight beam and you should be safe.'
‘Don’t think we need give the Chief a shout on the radio. He will have
heard the PA,’ the co-pilot said on the intercom. ‘Best not to tell him
about the big cats till we’re face to face again. He’s been adamant that
they don’t exist. And even if they’re seen then no one but no one is to
know. Least of all any members of the public.’
‘I get the drift,’ said the pilot. ‘Would be quite a hunting party to find
and trap or shoot one. Bet they know the lie of the land better than
even the local poachers.’
Jaycee was indeed doing as he had been asked, with more speed than
might have been expected.
‘What happens about Right Charlie? The speed he’s moving suggest he
saw at least some of what we saw in the spotlight,’ the pilot continued.
‘We’ll get the Chief to tell him they’re phantom black dogs. The lad
might be daft enough to believe him.’
‘Worth a try,’ said the pilot. The co-pilot started talking into his radio.
The helicopter’s spotlight revealed that the Viking women had formed
a welcoming party in a field gateway just up the lane from the
minibus. The Chief Inspector was behind them. Jaycee’s pace
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noticeably increased as he covered the last few hundred yards and he
was more jogging than walking. The helicopter crew waited for Jaycee
to be surrounded by the women then circled away to land again.
Jaycee clearly looked very frightened. ‘So what’s so scary out there
Jaycee that makes you need the protection of a few women?’ Fay
enquired. ‘It’s true!’ Jaycee blurted out. ‘There really are phantom
black dogs in this part of Norfolk. And lots of them. One of them has
two heads.’
‘Jaycee, you’ve been taking too many of the green Smarties.
whatever it is you supposed to be smuggling.’

Or

The banter stopped as the Chief Inspector stepped forward and
handcuffed him, then recited his rights. Jaycee started saying
something about he had just been hired as a minibus driver and wasn’t
part of the plan. The Inspector told him gruffly to save it till he was
being questioned back at the station. ‘Your father didn’t sound best
pleased when I told him you’d be needing a good solicitor. Again.’
Jaycee scowled at the police officer but said nothing.
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Tales from the Bar: III
The After Party
Marko had left the scuba diving session without much delay and was
looking forward to catching up with Dave’s group. He parked up at the
Coffin Handles and walked inside. The bar was empty. ‘Have I missed
them?’ he asked the bartender. ‘No, they never came in. Best guess is
they’re caught up in something that has needed the police helicopter
to fly overhead. Been dead in here all evening as even the locals have
gone outside to find out what it was all about. But no one’s yet come
back to tell me.’
Deciding to leave the car where it was as assorted police vehicles were
steadily arriving, including a rather large mobile incident vehicle,
Marko strolled the few hundred yards to the sand mine museum.
When he’d nearly arrived he was overtaken by four policemen
walking more briskly. And then he recognised Bill. ‘Twice in one
evening Bill! What are you doing here?’
‘Well, Marko,’ Bill began in his customary guarded manner. ‘Norman
arranged for Penny and myself to have another vigil in the ruins. But
then the police helicopter came and flew almost overhead and the
noise completely interrupted everything we were doing. The police
have told us to keep away, but Norman went over to see if his local
knowledge could be of assistance and Penny seems to have followed
him. I do hope they’re both all right.’
At which moment Norman’s distinctive size and hair became visible as
he walked back towards Bill, with Penny at his side. ‘Hello Marko!
Didn't think you were coming to the vigil.’
‘No, I’d already decided to give that a miss, as I told Bill the other
week. I just came to have a drink with the Vikings – the chap who
heads them up, Dave, is also one of the best of the divers.’
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‘Have you found out what’s happened?’ interrupted Bill.
‘Well, seems the Viking lads and gals ambushed a minibus of people
smugglers. There was at least half a dozen young women on board the
minibus, none of whom speak English. And before the police arrived
the Vikings arrested three blokes, one of whom is a local lad. He ran
off, which is why the helicopter went back up. But then came almost
running back to where he’d started blabbering about – wait for it – a
pack of really large phantom black dogs, one of them with two heads.’
‘What?’ said Marko. ‘I thought they were just folklore or tales told by
smugglers up to no good. So why would smugglers be spooked by
something they’d contrived?’
‘No idea,’ Norman said. ‘Perhaps there’s more to phantom black dogs
than meets the eye.’
Marko turned to Norman and asked ‘Had you started the vigil? You
don’t think that it might have been something that we were doing in
the ruins which, as it were, attracted the supernatural?’
‘No,’ laughed Norman. ‘We’d already been interrupted once by
Cynthia from the Arts Centre and a sculptor called Tony. They were
seriously frightened too.’
‘Had they seen the phantom black dogs as well?’ Marko asked.
‘No,’ said Norman. ‘They’d seen two very real and very large animals.
Just might have been implausibly big dogs. But from the way one of
them leapt over a six foot hedge, my money’s on them having seen
anomalous big cats.’
‘And,’ chipped in Penny, ‘they saw them while walking along the
disused railway line, which is exactly the sort of place that such felines
might use.’
‘Indeed,’ said Marko. ‘Some of the track maintenance chaps have seen
at least one on the sections of line which are used to run trains. Makes
sense to me.’
‘What gets me,’ responded Norman, ‘is that the senior police office – I
think he’s a Chief Inspector – seemed really keen for everyone to think
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the lad had merely seen a phantom black dog. Now call me devious if
you like, but what did the lad actually see that the police don’t want
folk to know about?’
‘The police helicopter would have used its infra-red camera to locate
the missing lad. So any wildlife – deer or cats or whatever – would
have shown up too,’ Marko suggested.
‘Strewth!’ Norman remarked. ‘So you think the police are really keen
that folks don’t know about big cats?’
‘Couldn’t blame them,’ Marko responded. ‘They’d be the ones
expected to go out and shoot them, with not much chance of any
success.’
They were standing close to where the mobile incident control vehicle
had been parked. The Chief Inspector walked in their direction and
politely asked them to go back towards the village. Then sort of
stopped mid-sentence. ‘Mr Cheney, what brings you to Friar’s Ambling
this time of night?’
‘Well, Chief, I was hoping to have a drink with Dave and the Viking
lads in the Coffin Handles.’
‘Would that be David Evans?’
‘Yes, that’s him.’
‘How well do you know him?’
Marko explained that Dave had been on his diving training sessions for
several years and was the best of his students.
‘Would you have any reason to think he might at times act rashly or be
aggressive?’
Marko twigged why he was being grilled. ‘No, Dave’s as level-headed
as they come. With diving you’re trained to keep a cool head if an
emergency arises underwater. Dave passed that part of the training
with flying colours. Why do you ask?’
‘Thank you Marko. That was my first impression. I will instruct the lads
to simply record everyone’s names and addresses. I was rather
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reluctant to have to arrest them all on suspicion of carrying offensive
weapons. I’m not sure I could get enough lads together to do that
without a lot of delay, especially as there’s so many women involved
in this incident. I am minded that these “Vikings” had a legal reason to
be bearing weapons and, initially, were not in a public place. They
only took their weapons onto a public highway to act in the best
interests of the women on the minibus. I don’t think there are grounds
for prosecution. Thank you, Marko, for the informal character
reference for Mr Evans. Most helpful. Please excuse me, this is
becoming a rather busy night, especially for Norfolk on a Tuesday.’
The Chief Inspector turned toward the incident control room and
immediately started talking to a small group of officers who had
gathered in front of the door.
‘Blimey, Marko,’ chipped in Norman. ‘How come you’re on first-name
terms with senior police?’
‘Never been charged with anything, guv,’ Marko said with a big grin.
‘The Chief and I meet up whenever the railway puts on a big event as
there needs to be a few meetings with the plod to check we’ve
planned things as best as possible. He’s a bit of a stuffed shirt, but easy
enough to get on with. As you gather he’ll all-but bend the rules a bit
if it makes life easier for him and his ‘lads’ – seems for him that word
includes women police officers, he does seem rather old school.’
‘Fancy a drink?’ Marko continued after a pause. ‘I only came here for
some ginger beer. Doesn’t look like the Vikings will be joining me any
time soon. And the chap behind the bar in the Coffin Handles is in the
dark about what’s been happening.’
‘Sounds a good idea to me,’ Norman replied and Penny simply said
‘Well, Bill and I weren’t expecting to get home for many hours yet, so
why not?’
After drinks had been served, while Norman outlined events to the
chap behind the bar, the four of them sat down in the far corner.
They chatted on for at least half-an-hour then the barman gave a less
than subtle hint that he didn't usually stay open so late on a Tuesday.
They went to their cars. As Marko was driving home he was struggling
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to recall the reason Norman had started on a lengthy explanation of
why divination works best for things about to happen very soon,
whereas enchantment needs a longer time-scale. ‘Divine short,
enchant long’ was his summary. At the time it had been fascinating
but, apart from that, just about anything else Norman had said now
escaped him. Although, on further recollection, the conversation must
have started because of some remark or question by Penny.

154

Tales from the Emporium III:
The curtain call
Friday morning, on their way from home to get to their Emporium, Sal
and Sara had got into the habit of buying a copy of the weekly local
paper, the Brindlecliffe ECHO! It was now the tail end of the tourist
season and the shop was often empty around lunchtime so they ate
their sandwiches at the counter with the local paper spread in front of
them. Truth to tell they usually made somewhat derogatory remarks
about the rather inane events the paper deemed to be newsworthy. But
not so this week – most of the front page and the next two pages were
devoted to interviews with over a dozen Viking re-enactors who had
ambushed a minibus commandeered by people smugglers.
Sal was the first to spot that the minibus belonged to Jaycee. ‘What!
Most folk round here think Jaycee’s been smuggling drugs for years,
and assume he’s only avoided prosecution because his father is a JP or
something so knows all the senior police officers. But people
smuggling means he’s now working with some seriously nasty people.’
‘And it was seven girls – seems they were from Albania – who they
were smuggling,’ Sara read from a later paragraph. ‘Don’t like the
sound of that one little bit.’
‘Seems one of the girls ran off and the first people she came to were
the Vikings at the sand mining museum. They just rallied round and
intervened.’
Sal looked straight at her sister. ‘Hang on. Have you spotted what
evening this happened.’ Sara confirmed. ‘That was the evening we
were at the sand museum ourselves, with Mike,’ Sal continued. ‘And
we saw Jaycee in his minibus coming toward us! Obvious now he was
on his way to meet up with the smugglers. That lane only goes to some
farms and the coast. There’s even a handy inlet which comes up to the
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road – I bet this isn’t the first smuggling operation that’s taken
advantage.’
While they were talking rather excitedly a customer walked into the
shop so Sal and Sara tidied up the counter and put their half-eaten
lunch out of sight. The customer turned round and Sal realised it was
Penny. ‘Hello again, Penny. Are you looking for anything special?’
‘Hello Sal, Hello Sara. No, not really. I just like looking at your pots.
From what you were saying as I walked in it seems you know the
driver of the minibus involved in the smuggling.’
‘Oh yes,’ said Sara rather emphatically. ‘Shall we just say that Jaycee
makes himself known to all the women of a certain age around here.’
‘Ah ha! Do I spot some dreadful pun about J.C. and God’s gift to
women?’ Penny asked.
‘That’s the polite way of putting it. The paper uses his full name – Jason
Charles Wright. No prizes for guessing that a great many girls around
here would know who were referring to if you said “Right Charlie”,’
Sara revealed.
‘Kind of goes with running a canoe hire business,’ Sal added, slightly
less obviously.
‘But maybe a good pretext for being in the right place at the right time
if somebody needs a lift from the shore?’ Penny enquired.
‘Especially those needing a lift long after sunset,’ Sal contributed.
Sara then told Penny that they’d been at the sand mining museum and
saw Jaycee approaching in his minibus as they were leaving.
‘I was there too!’ exclaimed Penny.
‘Oh, were you one of the Viking re-enactors?’ asked Sara.
‘Not likely!’ replied Penny with a laugh. ‘Bill and I had arranged with
Norman at the ruins to do another vigil. Seems we chose the wrong
night for it. The police helicopter circling overhead put paid to
anything paranormal. Although, we’d been interrupted before we even
started and that might have been paranormal.’
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‘Oh, another encounter with queen what’s-her-name?’ Sara excitedly
asked.
‘No. And it wasn’t even anything inside the ruins this time. But it was
kind of weird.’ Penny paused but Sal and Sara just looked at her,
expecting us to continue. ‘We’d really only just arrived and were
chatting. Norman was telling us that he’d once surveyed the roof space
of an early mental hospital outside Warwick. He was locked in with an
assistant, he was the only one who had any keys, and there’s a security
guard outside. Suddenly, he heard noises down below. Screams,
thumps, bangs, the huge slam of doors. Norman and his assistant
looked at each other, as if to say, “What do you expect in a building
like this, with so much energy and emotion locked up for a hundred
and fifty years?” Then, right at that moment, there’s hammering on the
door of the ruins, which Norman had locked behind us after we'd
entered a minute or two before.’
‘I bet that gave you goosebumps,’ suggested Sal.
‘And palpitations. The hammering continued and Norman rather
cautiously opened the door.’
‘Was there anyone really there?’ asked Sara.
‘Oh yes, two very real people. One was Cynthia from the Arts Centre
and the other was a chap called Tony. Both looked totally afraid.’
‘Had they encountered the people smugglers?’ asked Sal.
‘No, not at all. They’d been checking out possible locations for one of
Tony’s sculptures – it seemed to be called the Torc of Norfolk or the
Great Torc – and needed to be lit up at dusk. Cynthia wanted it set up
at the site of the coast road but that had been turned down by the
council, so she was hoping there would be a home for it at the sand
museum,’ Penny explained.
‘Not quite sure I see the connection between a sculpture inspired by
the Iron Age torcs and sand mining,’ Sal remarked. ‘But when Tony’s
drawings were in the ECHO! about a year ago it does look like it
would be rather splendid. So perhaps Cynthia is right to explore other
options.’
157

‘I didn’t get the connection either. I just wondered if there was
something I didn’t know, as all this was news to me,’ Penny continued.
‘But where it all gets weird is that as it was getting dark they opted to
take a shortcut back to the lane by walking down the side of the
disused railway track. And in the hedge to one side Cynthia spotted
what she thought was a very large dog – about the size of a calf she
reckoned – hunkered down but eyeing them. Just as Tony turned
round to look it dashed off into the hedge.’
‘No wonder they were frightened!’ said Sara.
‘That’s only the half of it – literally,’ Penny resumed. ‘A few minutes
later Tony was the first to see another of these dogs coming towards
them. It simply leapt over a six-foot hedge into the next field. Both
Cynthia and Tony said it would be almost impossible for the same
creature to have appeared twice in two different places. If it was
real… ‘
‘So either it was an apparition which could move around at a whim –
and in which case why did it need to leap over hedges – or it was
really real and there was more than one,’ Sal tried to summarise.
‘That was pretty much the conclusions that Cynthia and Tony came
to', Penny continued. 'And seemed to think they might have been lions
or tigers rather than dogs. Either way there were scared to death and
more or less ran towards to lane. Seems as they made it onto the lane
they saw the three of us going into the ruins, even though they were
too far away for us to see them in the dusk.’
‘So all five of you were there when the police helicopter arrived?’ Sara
asked.
‘No, no. That was at least half an hour later, probably more,’ replied
Penny. ‘Norman made Cynthia and Tony mugs of tea. We were going
to accompany them back to their car but a couple of drivers had
stopped their cars in the lane for a chat so it seemed unlikely the big
cats or whatever would be around. We went back to setting out
equipment and I was winding Norman up that our preparations for the
vigil must be creating some sort of “vortex” in the otherworlds and all
sorts of paranormal entities were starting to approach the ruins.’
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Inside the ruins.

‘Ohh!’ said Sal and Sara almost together. ‘What did he say to that?’
Sara asked.
‘Well he didn’t really. He just smiled and said be careful what you
wish for.’
‘OOOOOHH’ Sal and Sara collectively responded. ‘Oh, now that
would have had me running for the door to get away,’ Sara continued.
‘Even though there’s any number of hickey sprites and things that go
bump in the night outside?’ said Sal to her sister with a smile.
‘Oh, hadn’t thought of that!’ said Sara. ‘Go on, Penny – what actually
happened?’
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‘Well I suppose you could say my remark rather set the stage. There
were muffled shouts echoing inside the ruins, as if some sort of
paranormal entities were gathering.’
‘What!’ exclaimed Sara. Sal looked at Penny wide-eyed. ‘You think
Norman’s vigil – your vigil too – was actually making entities appear?’
‘Well, has to be said that at the time it did feel like that,’ Penny
confided. ‘Of course it was nothing of the sort. About twenty minutes
later the helicopter arrived and kept circling so we gave up on the vigil
and unlocked the door. It then quickly became clear that there had
been rather a lot of shouting going on. But it was all outside on the
lane, as the Vikings took charge of the smugglers, and what we were
hearing inside the ruins was distorted echoes of their voices.’
‘Oh, I’m pleased there was a good explanation,’ Sal said.
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Trussell in March 2006.
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Quickly becoming local lore
Welcome to Your Bland New World
www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2020-09-07/welcome-toyour-bland-new-world-of-consumer-capitalism
Moonraking
www.thetimes.co.uk/article/learning-how-to-smuggle-on-a-weirdweekend-in-norfolk-wdzx0l052
www.sohamgrammar.org.uk/lawlesscoast-HolmesN.htm
Ian for the book on self-motivation and its response.
Jeffrey Krippal Muntants and Mystics: Science Fiction, Superhero
Comics and the Paranormal (Chigago UP 2011) p15 for the quote from
Alan Moore’s Promethea #10 about Sophie Bangs (a.k.a. Promethea)
after shagging Jack Faust. Ideas attributed to the author of the fictional
book are not an accurate reflection of Krippal’s thoughts.

The spy who invented witchcraft
This highly fictional conversation was inspired by Gerald Gardner
moving to Highcliffe, on the Dorset coast, during the Second World
War. Gardner had been a customs office in Malaya and was appointed
head of ARP for the Christchurch area. Soon after he joined the local
Rosicrucian theatre and met members of a Co-Masonry lodge. Not
long after that he was initiated into a hereditary coven of witches by
Edith Woodford-Grimes. From the 1950s onwards Gardner was
regarded as the father of Wicca, which in turn inspired a great variety
of other neo-pagan movements. Those are the probable facts. The rest
of this story is speculation.
My thoughts about Gardner being a counter-espionage ‘operative’ on
the south coast were triggered by reading Philip Heselton’s excellent
two-volume biography of Gardner, Witchfather (Thoth 2012). This tale
was drafted before Philip’s later book, In Search of the New Forest
Coven (Fenix Flames Publishing 2020), was published. The additional
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detail in the later book suggests that Gardner was unlikely to have
been involved with ‘infiltrating’ local smugglers. Although it is not
entirely ruled out…
A previous work of fiction, in which Gardner meets Alexander Keiller
at Avebury, was published online
www.indigogroup.co.uk/avebury/story01.htm with extended
background notes at www.indigogroup.co.uk/avebury/story01a.htm
Bill Liddell's extended account of cycling to a Clan of Tubal Cain ritual
at the Rollright Stones in the 1960s (in The Cauldron No's.116 and
117) inspired the notion that wartime witches may also have cycled.

Tiger Woods and the club house
Knowledge of golf clubs and their woes was non-existent before
reading this article:
www.thegolfbusiness.co.uk/2020/02/insolvency-expert-sayssome-golf-club-committees-need-to-be-more-professional/
Although not necessary an accurate paraphrase, the discussion of
planning issues is based on
parissmith.co.uk/blog/planning-policy-issues-around-golf-courseredevelopment-part-2/
Tiger Woods pun provided by Ian. Thanks! (I think… )

Tales from the Butts: I
The two authors who, unbeknown to each other at the time, grew up
in Thurmaston are Janet Bord and Paul Devereux. The books
mentioned by Penny are:
Janet and Colin Bord, Mysterious Britain (Garnstone Press 1972).
Paul Devereux Earth Lights: Towards an Understanding of the
Unidentified Flying Objects Enigma (HarperCollins 1982).
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Paul Devereux's research into earth lights in Leicestershire was greatly
assisted by the researches of Andrew York. About 1990 Paul kindly
loaned me the letters Andrew sent to him summarising his findings;
many years later Andrew and I met up for a 'natter'.
Information about vigils in and around Leicestershire can be found in
Andy Wright’s book Ghosts and Hauntings in and Around
Leicestershire (Heart of Albion 2006).
In the 1990s Penny Drayton contributed several articles to a regional
‘earth mysteries’ magazine called Mercian Mysteries. Most of these
articles are online:
Confluences
http://www.indigogroup.co.uk/edge/confluen.htm
Danelaw gods
http://www.indigogroup.co.uk/edge/Danelaw.htm
Black places
http://www.indigogroup.co.uk/edge/Blackpn.htm
Toot hills
http://www.indigogroup.co.uk/edge/Toothill.htm
Royal roads and the Milky Way
http://www.indigogroup.co.uk/edge/Royalrds.htm
Landmark and sacred trees of Leicestershire and Rutland
http://www.indigogroup.co.uk/edge/Trees.htm
Penny recalls Zen in the Art of Archery. This was written a by German
philosophy professor, Eugen Herrigel, and first published in 1948 as
Zen in der Kunst des Bogenschießens. Herrigel recounts his
experiences studying Kyudo (a form of Japanese archery) when he
lived in Japan in the 1920s. The book is credited with introducing Zen
to Western audiences in the late 1940s and 1950s.
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Herrigel sets forth theories about learning motor skills, making the
West aware of established Japanese understanding of unconscious
control of outer activity. Previously Westerners considered actions to
be wholly under conscious-waking control and direction. For
example, a central idea in the book is how through years of practice, a
physical activity becomes effortless both mentally and physically, as if
our physical memory (today known as ‘muscle memory’) executes
complex and difficult movements without conscious control from the
mind.
Herrigel describes Zen in archery as follows:
‘The archer ceases to be conscious of himself as the one who is
engaged in hitting the bull's-eye which confronts him. This state
of unconscious is realized only when, completely empty and rid
of the self, he becomes one with the perfecting of his technical
skill, though there is in it something of a quite different order
which cannot be attained by any progressive study of the art… ‘
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zen_in_the_Art_of_Archery
Other advice on archery was mostly taken from the YouTube videos
of David Nguyen (a.k.a. NUSensei) – see www.randwickarchery.org.nz/lab/david-nguyen especially
www.youtube.com/watch?v=lHhYO9KR-9M and
www.youtube.com/watch?v=1MABX_JqmyM
The best book on phantom black dogs is called Explore Phantom Black
Dogs (Explore Books 2005). [Disclosure: the editor and publisher is
not unrelated to the present author.] The two most relevant chapters
are ‘Norfolk Traditions of Shuck’ by Jennifer Westwood and ‘Black
Dog Studies’ by Jeremy Harte.
Penny’s ‘recollections’ of shape-shifting apparitions are based on:
William Henderson, Notes on the Folk-Lore of the Northern
Counties of England and the Borders, (Folklore Society 1879,)
p273–4.
E.C. Gurdon, 1893, Folk-Lore of Suffolk. County Folklore Series
1, part 2 (Folklore Society 1893), p 91–2.
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Eliza Gutch, Examples of Printed Folk-Lore Concerning the North
Riding of Yorkshire, York and the Ainsty, (Folklore Society 1901),
p125–8
John U., Powell, Folklore notes from South-West Wilts’, Folk-Lore
(1901), p74
Frederic William Moorman (ed), Yorkshire Dialect Poems 1673–
1915: And traditional poems, (Yorkshire Dialect Society 1916),
p37.
Alasdair Alpin MacGregor, The Ghost Book: Strange happenings
in Britain, (Robert Hale 1955) p 67.
Theo Brown, 'The Black Dog', Folklore, 69 (1958), p175–192.
James Wentworth Day, A Ghost-Hunter’s Game-Book, (Frederick
Muller 1958), p203–4.
Elf shine is discussed in detail in Alaric Hall, Elves in Anglo-Saxon
England: Matters of belief, health, gender and identity, The Boydell
Press 2007) especially pages 3, 9, 17, 32, 76–7, 88ff, 92ff and 174.
See also Helios de Rosario Martinez, 'Fairies and elves in traditional
literature' (2010,); online at
www.thefreelibrary.com/Fairy+and+Elves+in+Tolkien+and+traditiona
l+literature.-a0227196959
The two Greek words which eluded Penny are auge (‘shine’) and
keraunos (‘glamour’). See W.E. Abraham, 'The dialectic of Milesian
cosmology', in K.J. Boudouris (ed), Ionian Philosophy, (International
Association for Greek Philosophy 1989) p424.
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The Grand Denouement
Some of the Viking banter was inspired by Bret Devereaux
‘Collections: Assassin’s Creed: Valhalla and the Unfortunate
Implications’ (acoup.blog/2020/11/20/miscellanea-my-thoughts-onassassins-creed-valhalla/ )
This was the tale where Ian aided and abetted far too much to get
away with being an innocent bystander.

The After Party
‘Divine short, enchant long’ is from the writings of Peter J. Carroll,
especially Psybermagick (New Falcon 1997 and various reprints).

The curtain call
The noises in the old mental hospital remarks are a direct lift from
Nicholas Shakespeare’s ‘Beer Lines’ (https://literaryreview.co.uk/beerlines)
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