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A POSTCARD
FROM THIE
EDGE OF
DAWN

‘This is the hour when the mysteries emerge. A
strangeness so hard to reflect.
A moment so moving, goes straight to your heart,
the vision has never been met.

The attraction is held like a weight deep inside,
something I'll never forget.’
KOMAKINO
JOY DIVISION

Okay, before we get started here, let me just make
it clear right at the outset that I'm more than
aware of the way memory can taint past events
with a hue that if it’s not completely rose-red, is
at the very least a washed-out shade of pink.

If you need confirmation of this, you only have to
afford yourself a backwards glance at the
childhood perception of the passing of the
seasons; a selective process that, whatever your
upbringing, we each of us subscribe to...

I'm sure I'm not just speaking for myself when [
say it often seems as though every Winter we went
skating madly along the sugar-frosted pavements,
muffled against the biting cold that snapped
hands and faces and caused our breath to puff to
clouds, and on Valentine’s Day there'd be a
familiar butterfly-population-explosion in the pit
of your stomach at the priceless thrill of love
requited.

When at last spring came around, the sun would
peek through a gap in the cloud bank, raising
steam from the blacktop of the playground and
making the drenched flowers glisten like coloured
fragments.

The Summer days filled with a silent, heavy-heat,
trees spinning gold on a glowing lawn.

The Autumn air reasonant with the smell of
woodsmoke and the dark-brown perfume of
decaying leaves. The jagged grins of Jack o’
Lanterns and fireworks shooting upwards into a
canopy of diamond-chip stars ...

So yeah, our recollections are as notoriously
fallible as a scratched and faded cine film. The
type that spools through your mind when you
stumble upon some long-lost love letter in which
the writer claimed to have meant every single
word. '

The fact remains however, that whenever [ have
occasion to recall that which I want to tell you
about, namely the sequence of holidays spent at

Presthaven Sands, in North Wales, during the
summers of 1982 through to '86 (especially '86.
Jeezly ol’ Crow on a kingsize ferris wheel,
especially '86!!!), a bitterly powerful wave of
nostalgia washes over me.

And such innocuous things can spark me off.

lan Mac and the rest of The Bunnymen
hammering out ‘The Back Of Love’

A sliver of sunlight lancing across the floor of an
only-just-opened-up bar room.

The salty, nose-wrinkling tang that, when the
wind is right, blows in straight from the Mersey.
Oh,’ I'll gladly concede that Presthaven was
hardly the most exotic of locations. I mean, it
could hardly lay any claim to being the Welsh
equivalent of the hip-hopped, funk punk
‘paradises’ of Ibiza or Tenerife (or even, Saints
preserve us, Falaraki — a godforsaken destination
I once had the misfortune to visit only to find it to
be crawling with larrrd marffed cockernee’s, a
bunch of Sean Ryder wannabes, and a plethora of
hideous grinning goons screaming ‘Lookee,
Lookee, you like?’ as they pedalled their
decidedly tacky wares).

Nope. Presthaven was certainly none of the
above. It was more of a family holiday camp in
the classic Geoffrey says ‘HI DE HI’ mould A
typically British amalgamation of ‘Bluecoat’ run
‘entertainment.’

I guess you know the kind of stuff I'm talking
about here, but what the hell, let’s have ourselves
a roll call, anyway:

The faintly fabulous smells of the theatre, the
gaudy costumes of the pantomimes and the
crystal clear acoustics wafting up from the
orchestra pit. The house band, belting out the
timeless standards, everything from Buddy Holly
and Little Richard to the really modern stuff like,
erm, The Searchers and The Beatles. The Bingo
callers with feedback-inducing, tinny PA’s. The
cheering kids sat on the edge of the dancefloor
staring up at a distinctly sinister-looking middle-
aged man dressed in a clown suit that’s definitely
seen better days, sweating greasepaint as he
doles out balloons twisted into shapes that
vaguely resembled (albeit horribly deformed)
animals. (Pennywise, John Wayne Gacey and
Slipknot, eat your heart out!)

All were present and Kee-rect, Gunner Sergeant,
sir, and ready for action.

It did have at least one redeeming feature,
however (aside from the picturesque combination
of sandhills, beach and rolling countryside)....
‘The Presthaven Sands Teenage Disco.” The
easiest place to score with a member of the
opposite sex in the entire history of Western
civilisation. - With the possible exception of ‘The
Grafton’ (If your idea of getting laid is to ride de-
chute-de-shute with a person so old they look to
have crawled from the nearest available crypt).




Almost from the moment that my brother, Grant
and I, stepped across the threshold — after having
first having fortified ourselves with a couple of
pints of watered down, ‘Burton Ale’ served in
cheap, plastic glasses — you simply couldn’t fail
to ahem, ‘bag off with a Judy’ (to coin the less-
than-quaint phrase we Merseysider’s used back
then).

It’s true, I promise you. I've seen dead ringers for
Jason Vorhees, minus his trademark hockey
mask, dancin’ the fandango and getting’ funky
with Mr Spunky in the arms of beautiful lady, in
THIS disco. If you couldn’t ‘tap’ here, you may as
well shave yourself a chrome dome and make
your way to the nearest available monastery.
There may well have been a number of reasons
for this state of affairs; The desperate yearning
for the obligatory holiday romance. The taking of
various illegal substances to compensate for the
weaker-than-a-baby-gnat’s-piss alcohol. Or the
simple mathematics that decreed the girls
outnumbered the lads by a ratio of ten to one.
Personally however, I think it had more to do
with the fact that it was so pitch-dark in there,
despite the tacky flash-four disco lights, it was
very often difficult to make out the true features of
your ‘catch’ until you got up real close. Like
kissing close. And by then, ol’ romeo, with the
terminal acne, bloodshot eyes and hare-lip, would
have his tongue stuck so far down the unfortunate
girl’s throat, she could hardly even have begun to
start screaming in revulsion and horror.

Fact is, ladies 'n’gents, I have to confess that this
all-pervading murkiness was largely to blame for
the hugely embarrassing moment during our first
holiday at the site, when, soon after setting foot in
the premises, my brother and [ thought we'd
spotted two potential babes (Oh, eeeeewwww,
excuse me while | puke into the nearest
sickbucket — Anti-sexist Ed)) seated at the edge of
the dance floor. We sauntered over with all the
affected confidence of a pair of latter-day John
Travolta’s circa 'SATURDAY NIGHT FEVER'’
intent upon inviting them to join us in a spot of
cheek-to-cheek smooching to one of the slower
songs.

And it wasn’t until our kid was actually in the
process of asking the first of the two girls if she
was ‘getting up’’ that I realised with horror my
prospective dance partner was in fact a lad
sporting a jet-black floppy fringe and what looked
to be two or three days worth of bum-fluff.

Now, I'm as liberal-minded as the next chap when
it comes to a person’s sexual preferences, but
quite frankly, the thought of waltzing round the
room arm in arm with a boy, whilst Grant danced
with his girlfriend, would have really taken the
biscuit - the biscuit in this case being a shit-soggy
‘HOBNOB'’ the size of Nebraska.

After standing there for a few seconds of
squirming embarrassment, 1'd mumbled (in my
deepest, gruffest, most manly voice something
along the lines of; ‘Alright, mate. Er, you're
girlfriend’s so nice, we both felt it would be an
honour if she'd agree to favour us with a
dance....’ Before turning my back and beating a
hasty retreat to the sanctuary of the darkest
corner of the disco.

Our kid joined me five minutes or so later.
Amazingly, he'd danced with the girl anyway, and
at the end of it, she apparently thanked him
sincerely whilst the dumbstruck boyfriend sat
there, doubtless wondering just what he’d done to
deserve to be confronted with such bizarre
behaviour.

But I digress.

Let’s move on smartly here, shall we?

The room smelled strongly of dry ice, cheap
perfume and hair gel, and The DJ would play a
stunningly eclectic mix....

.... Oh, and here’s a valuable lesson for today’s
narrow-minded, dance-obsessed, gobaloons, who
think that a song(?) isn’t a song unless it includes
at least one cheesy-as-a-cheese-shop-in-the-
cheesiest-comer-of-the-Cheddar-Gorge-sample,
and has a hook-line that insists that all the
problems of the world can be solved if the crowd
just hollers ‘bo, seleceta!!!’

Whoever, and indeed, whatever was in the charts
(or hovering at the outer limits) would bhe
afforded equal decktime. So, Michael Jackson's
‘BILLIE JEAN’ and ABC’s ‘LOOK OF LOVE’
would be interspersed with shots of Echo & The
Bunnymen'’s ‘BACK OF LOVE’ and The Clash'’s
‘ROCK THE CASBAH.’ Duran Duran’s ‘GIRL’S
ON FILM’ and Shalamar’'s ‘NIGHT TO
REMEMBER’ would sit easily alongside Simple
Mind’s ‘PROMISED YOU A MIRACLE’ and New
Order’s ‘TEMPTATION.’ And Yazoo'’s '‘DON’'T
GO’ and Wham's! (never complete without that
all-important  exclamation mark!!!) ‘YOUNG
GUNS’ co-existed nice ‘ n’ easy Japenesey
alongside The Smiths’ “THIS CHARMING MAN"'
and U2’s ‘TWO HEARTS BEAT AS ONE.’

I could go on, but I guess you get my drift.....

One more thing about that den of musical
diversity. The room was so small there was barely
room to swing a gerbil. This meant that it was
permanently hot and sweaty in the best traditions
of all the greatest pubs and clubs down the ages,
and though the cynics might suggest (perhaps
quite rightly) that this was nothing more than a
ruse aimed at ensuring there was a steady stream
of thirsty customers queuing up at the bar, that
sense of enforced intimacy only served to add to
the atmosphere, the ambience, of the place.



Enough with the scene-setting already, I hear you
cry, when are you gonna get to the interesting
bits? The definition of ‘interesting bits’ in this
case being any and all incidents involving full-on,
hardcore, XXX-rated action featuring purple-
tipped passion rockets ploughing their way
heroically into the very centre of an assorted
array of love puddings.

Sorry, here’s a bad news announcement for the
eternally slobbering raincoat brigade. This is
‘DEAD OF NIGHT MAGAZINE," not ‘PORNO
LUST BUNNIES (What do yer mean, mores’ the
pity?). But bear with me. As the sinister Crypt-
Keeper in the 1972 version of ‘TALES FROM
THE CRYPT’ (played by Sir Ralph Richardson, if
you can believe that!!!) states to the group of
middle-aged people trapped inside his er...crypt;
‘l assure you, [ have a purpose!’

As is often the way of such things, the best two
holidays we spent at Presthaven, were the first
and the last. In 1982 and '86 respectively.

Oh, | know I may have said at the outset that
memory is extremely unreliable and selective, but
what the hell, it seems to me now to that those
particular years contained two of the longest,
hottest summers of my life.

1982, of course, had the World Cup in Spain
(during which England and Scotland were
knocked out disappointingly early on and the
most exciting team in the competition; Brazil,
were eliminated in a game of epic proportions by
the unfancied ltalians), Israel invaded Lebanon,
and the military Junta in Argentina elected to
Jjackboot their way across a couple of islands
virtually nobody in Britain had ever heard of
provoking Maggie Thatcher, ‘popularity’ on the
wane, into dispatching a task force to those
remote chunks of rock in the middle of the South
Atlantic.

It was also the first summer that my mum and dad
decided that we should forsake the delights of our
usual holiday destination, ‘Butlins,’ to sample the
unknown pleasures of ‘Presthaven Sands.’ [
remember were all less than ecstatic about this as
for all we knew, we were heading to a site that
was so boring it had the highest yawn count in
Western Europe.

As it turned out however, and as you’ll all
doubtless be aware by now, we needn’t have
worried a jot. The location was idyllic, the
entertainment more than adequate, and the spate
of holiday romances, though as open-ended and
inconsequential as the vast majority ever are, still
proved to be inspiring enough to persuade my
best friend Stevie Gee to get his dad to drive me
and our Grant back there just a week or so after
the official holiday (replete with a thousand
personally happy memories, sadly, none of which
will be of particular interest to you, Dear
Constant Reader) had ended - Wasn't it JR.R

Tolkien, who wrote something along the lines that
the very best of times can only be truly
appreciated through the experiencing of such
moments. They do not, sad to say, translate well
into stories. The bad times, however....Well now,
they 're quite an er, different story altogether).

The only snag was, none of us were working back
then and so money was more than a little tight.
We certainly couldn’t afford to hire a caravan
and so, that being the case, we hit upon the
seemingly jolly good wheeze of spending the
vacation camping out amidst the sandhills
overlooking the site. This we duly did, and upon
our arrival on a Friday evening in late July, the
beach bathed in the amber light of sundown, we
found ourselves a suitably secluded location, and
set about burying our tent and bags of clothing.
We marked the spot with a series of deliberately
vague symbols in the sand and criss-crossed
strips of saw grass.

It seems hard to believe now, but it never
occurred to us that we would later have to try and
find the gear and dig it back up again aided by
nothing more than a few slivers of moonlight, if
we were lucky and it didn’t cloud over. We were
so excited, we felt like ‘'THE COCKLESHELL
HEROES,’ embarking upon a do-or-die mission
into enemy territory. After all, hadn’t we
succeeded in sneaking our way onto the site
undetected? Unfortunately, this euphoria only
contributed to our neglecting to realise the fact
that we’d very likely be a good three quarters of
the way along the Midnight Express route to
Hangover Hell by the time we staggered our way
back up the wooden path that led to the sandhills.
Money was tight, sure. But we had more than
enough to get well acquainted with the tasty
waters of oblivion.

And so, in this state of blissful ignorance, we
sought out a mirror in one of the camp toilets to
check we looked at least reasonably respectable,
before queuing at the site’s reception desk to
acquire our passes for the nightclub/disco. We
obtained these on the pretence that we were
staying at my mum’s mate's caravan. We had the
number and it’s location in the park from our
initial, wholly legitimate holiday, so getting the
passes presented no trouble whatsoever.

Trying to appear nonchalant as we walked past
the two, all-the-charm of a pair of Neanderthal-
throwback bouncers, proved to be a tad harder,
however. I half-expected at any moment that they
would suss us out like those pesky Red Army
guards patrolling the border and the last freedom
bus to ‘western paradise’ at the tension-filled
climax of countless war movies.

But they never did.

And just twenty minutes after entering the disco,
Grant and | were dancing with two girls from the
Lake District; Pam and Carol.



Everything was going swimmingly until Stevie
Gee got talking to some (admittedly stunning-
looking) girl who wanted to get her mate into the
disco despite the fact that she too, had bunked on
the site. She needed a pass. Fluttering her eyelids
in that maddeningly endearing manner,
guaranteed to melt the hardest of hearts, she
asked if she could she borrow Steve’s? Perhaps
understandably, given her winsome feminine
charms, he handed it right over lickety-split.

And from that moment, it was curtains for him.
Unbeknownst to Steve, this innocent-seeming girl
was something of an old hand at trying to blag
her way onto the camp and was well known by the
security guards. Perhaps it’s no surprise then that
the moment she tried to set foot on the premises,
she as given the proverbial boot.

I guess we all had a fair smidgen of sympathy for
her, (not least because she was a bit of a stunner),
but we didn't really appreciate the full
implications of her expulsion until mid-way
through the night, when Stevie Gee went to the
bar — situated in the Presthaven Ballroom — and
never came back. We were not unduly concerned
at first. Grant and [ simply assumed he had gotten
into conversation with someone at the bar. There
was certainly no cause for alarm.

[t wasn’t until a song we particularly hated came
on the disco, and we took a breather from the
dancefloor along with the two girls, that I was
struck by an all-too familiar sinking feeling in the
pit of my stomach. I've long-since learned to trust
such (quite literal) gut feelings as being genuine
presentiments of doom, and I was suddenly so
concerned that I leaned over Pam’s shoulder and
mouthed to our Grant, ‘Where the hell’s Stevie
Gee got to?”’

No sooner had the words escaped my lips than ['d
become aware of the sounds of a commotion from
Jjust behind me. I saw Grant's eyes widen in
surprise and I turned just in time to see Steve,
looking decidedly dishevelled as he was
manhandled into the disco by two of the meanest,
bull-headed bouncers this side of the sadistic
maniacs on duty at the entrance to ‘THE TITTY
BAR’ in ‘FROM DUSK TILL DAWN.’

They'd gripped Steve by opposite shoulders and
had quite literally lifted him clean off the floor so
that his legs were kicking frantically, like Wile E.
Coyote running across thin air before he realises
the bridge between the cliffs is out...

I looked back at our Grant again, and from his
expression it was plain that there was no need for
words.

We'd both gotten the message loud and clear: All
was not too groovy!!!

The bouncers began pointing at people who were
sat on the benches that ran along all sides of the
disco, and each time Stevie Gee shook his head.

They were obviously looking for the infiltrator’s
accomplices; me and Our Kid, in other words.
I guess I knew, right from the outset, that Stevie
Gee was too much of a friend to blow our cover. |
was more concerned that 1 would give myself
away, somehow.
You know the feeling, I'm sure.
The irrational guilt like when a police car slows
behind you when you're walking home on the
wrong side of midnight.
The burning cheeks and hot flush that assail you
when you walk into a bar and a peal of shrill,
hysterical laughter greets your entrance.
The refusal to meet the eyes of the school-ma’am-
ish librarian as you walk past her on the way out
with a bag full of course work and your own
reference books ...
(No-no-no-they’re-not-stolen-absolutely-not-
they’re-mine-not-the-libraries-mine-you-hear-
MINE!!!)
...because you're absurdly positive the alarm bell
is going to start ringing before you reach the exit.
By the same twisted, paranoid logic, | was
convinced beyond doubting that [ would be
recognised as being one of the intruders and I'd
be spending the remainder of the holiday trying to
figure out a way I could extricate myself from the
size twelve, steel-toe capped boot that had been
kicked right up my arse!!!!
As the bouncers neared, I took the only course |
considered to be open to me. I tapped Pam on the
shoulder, and before she could say anything, |
threw my arms around her and planted a smacker
Sfully on her lips.
Miraculously, Pam didn’t holler for the police,
smack me in the chops or vomit down my throat.
On the contrary, she must have assumed [ was
one of those hot-blooded, fast-moving Romeos
who'd been overcome by a sudden bout of
passion, and she responded in kind.
By the time we’'d untangled our tongues and
broke off the kiss in order to draw breath, the
bouncers and their hapless captive had gone.
I glanced over at Grant and his girl. It appeared,
our kid had had pretty much the same idea as
yours truly, seeing as how he was busy rubbing
his fingers across his mouth to rid himself of the
smudges of bright pink lipstick deposited there by
Carol..
I tipped a wink and he grinned back at me, and
any guilt we felt at having abandoned Stevie Gee
to his fate was tempered by the fact that it seemed
to us to be inevitable that our escape tonight had
been nothing more than a stay of execution. The
likelihood was we'd all be kicked off the camp
within a matter of hours anyway — The holiday
was going to be an unmitigated disaster — we
might as well make the most of what little time we
had left.



Somewhat crestfallen, we walked Pam and Carol
back to their caravan. They were best mates
who'd travelled down from the Lake District with
Pam’s parents. We arranged to meet them the
following day down on the beach, assuming the
weather was anything like decent, before making
the trek back up the wooden pathway that led to
sandhills, and, assuming we could find it, our
tent.

Luckily for us, it had turned into a beautiful, clear
night .....

As it turned out, we had little trouble locating the
tent. Stevie Gee had already dug it up and (oh,
and didn’t this just make Grant and I feel even
more guilty) had not only erected the tent, but he
had taken the time and trouble to arrange our
sleeping bags for us.

Steve was well away, but I didn’t honestly think
I’d be able to join him in the land of noddy blinky.
I was too depressed at the way things had turned
out, and 1'd been sure any shuti-eye I did manage
to grab would be haunted by entire battalions of
bad dreams. In the event however, I was asleep
almost from the moment my head touched the pile
of jeans I'd used as an impromptu pillow.

And if I dreamt at all, the memory of them faded
immediately upon waking.

We arose to the perfect summer morning. It was
only 8 o’ clock, but jeezly ol’ crows, the
temperatures must have already been in the mid-
seventies. It was hard to feel down on such a day.
An all but deserted beach stretched away beneath
a sky the shade of gun-metal blue. The air was
filled with a dizzying array of aromas; from the
briny tang of the ocean, the newly-cut grass over
on the camp footie pitch, to the mouth-watering
smell of bacon and eggs as an early riser set
about cooking breakfast in one of the nearest
caravans.

Yes, folks, it’s fair to say all of this combined to
send the hangover disappearing lickety-split,
hand in hand with the throes of depression.

And hot on the heels of this lifting of the spirits
dawned the realisation that whilst we were
unlikely to be permitted onto the site after
sundown, there would be no security guards to
prevent us gaining access during the day. Even
better, the main club was open from 10am right
the way through till the Witching Hour of
Midnight. They ran pre-recorded horse racing
afternoons, or talent competitions or whist drives
for the older folk. Real cheap thrills in the
monkeyhouse by way of entertainment, I'm sure
you'll agree. But the fact remained if we could get
ourselves safely through the doors before the boss
sounds of the disco officially kicked off at 7pm,
and the security didn’t recognise Stevie Gee...
That was two ifs too many, perhaps, but still...

We squatted on our hands and knees and set
about re-burying the tent.

We worked fast, despite the rapidly increasing
heat and we were just smoothing out the sand to
disguise any trace that the tent had ever been
there, when a dark shadow suddenly fell upon us.
I found myself staring amazed at a pair of
impossibly shiny boots that seemed as though
they’d stepped out of nowhere. They were so
polished I swear I could see our reflections in
their surface, our mouths open in a sequence of
comical O’s.

I looked up slowly, following the trail ever
upwards along the length of a pair of khaki
trousers, a similarly-coloured shirt, and a man’s
well-tanned face dominated by black sunglasses
and a humourless, sardonic smile.

Standing  there  motionless with his
‘PRESTHAVEN SECURITY’ badge glittering in
the sun, he put me in mind of the chain-gang
prison guard, the nemesis of Paul Newman in
‘COOL HAND LUKE.’

For the longest time nobody said anything. For a
while even the gulls fell silent. The sun went
behind a cloud and somewhere in the distance a
dog howled mournfully.

‘Well, now, tell you what, lads.” Mr Sunglasses
finally said in surprisingly cheerful tones.
‘You've made a hell of a good job of burying that
tent.” He shook his head and half-smiled to
himself as if he’d stumbled upon something
‘golly-gosh-isn’t-that-just-fascinating’  like the
teeming life at the bottom of a rock pool or some
insect hauling a piece of discarded sandwich a
hundred times its own body weight across the
scorching sands.

He let out a low whistle of admiration. ‘Hell of a
jobs, lads. Hell of ajob.’

For one crazy moment I honestly thought that
somehow we were going to get away with it. |
remember I grinned up at this khaki-clad giant
and (saints preserve us), actually tipped him a
wink. I figured that a touch of that famous
‘cheeky hard-faced Scouse’ brashness (copyright
Jimmy Tarbuck — circa 1965) would come in
handy right then.

I couldn’t have been more wrong.

The slimy smile dropped from his face like a
stone, and he removed his sunglasses to regard us
with eyes as cold as a dead fish on a slab.

That was bad. What was worse was that his voice
never lost that mock-cheery quality.

‘Yeah. Must have took you three ages to bury
your stuff and hide it so well. It’s almost a pity
you’ll have to dig it all back up again. But that’s
what you're gonna do, isn’t it lads? As fast as you
can now. A job soon begun is a job half done.’
None of us even bothered to raise a voice in
argument. Without a word we set about digging
up the tent and the bags of clothes.

1 remember thinking it surely was strange how
your fortune can change so quickly. One minute,



you can be standing in the shelter of a seemingly
endless row of undulating sandhills, your spirits
soaring with the promise of a whole week spent in
this North Welsh version of Paradise...And mere
seconds later you're walking head-bowed over
that same stretch of shoreline with a tent strapped
to your back, a hold-all in either hand, sweating
the proverbial cobs in the company of a sadistic
security guard busy regaling us with a never-
ending stream of cheesy ‘witticisms’ (prime
example; ‘Cheer wup, lads. It might never
happen...Oooh, hold on, a minute. It Has!!!
Hahahahahaha).

The minute we stepped off the beach and turned
into an unfenced field, we were convinced that all
that lay ahead, was the gloomy prospect of
spending the remainder of our ‘holiday’ walking
the streets of Rhyl with its endless rows of shops
selling teeth-shattering bars of rock, slightly
risque postacrds, buckets, spades, and plastic
windmills... Oh, and maybe later we’d have the
all-time thrill of getting our heads down for the
night in the cramped space beneath the
dilapidated bandstand in the local park.

Yes, I think, looking back, if the weather hadn't
have been so favourable, we’'d have traipsed
dejectedly to the nearest station and caught the
first train back to Merseyside, right there and
then.

As it turned out however, five minutes or so after
leaving the gatehouse that marked the boundary
of the camp site far behind, (and after glancing
over our shoulders to check if Mr Ray-Bans had
quit his vigil — The last we saw of him, he’d been
standing, hands on hips, chuckling away to
himself at the rapier-like sharpness of his ‘wit,’)
all three of us, as if by silent agreement, threw
our packs to one side and slumped to the ground.
It was a long while before anyone spoke. To tell
the truth, there didn’t seem to be that much left to
say. We just gazed out to sea and watched as a
super tanker crossed the distant horizon,
doubtless sailing to some far-off land.

I don’t know about my two companions, but I
couldn’t help wistfully thinking how much 1'd give
to be aboard that ship, doubtless en route to an
exotic port in a country mercifully free of laff-a-
minute security guards.

Of course, knowing our luck, we’d have probably
boarded the only oil tanker in the world at that
moment, steaming hell for leather towards war-
torn Beirut.

We sat there for a good half hour or so before
rising wordlessly to our feet (that almost
telepathic signal passing between us once more),
picking up our gear and continuing on our half-
arsed journey Rhyl-ward.

I guess we were roughly halfway across the field,
headed for the coast road, before we realised we
were actually in the middle of a golf course. We'd

been too deep in thought to notice the otherwise
obviously artificial hillocks or the red and yellow
flags indicating the numbered holes.

Now, we saw that the course, like the beach, was
pretty much deserted save for a couple of early-
birds, all ‘Pringle’ sweaters and flapping kecks,
dragging their caddy’s along the edge of the
green.

You know, Dear Readers, doesn’t it often seem to
be the case that the most stupid-seeming of ideas
turn out, in the event, to be the very best of
wheezes. To give a few examples; Lieutenant
Chard’s masterstroke of military strategy when
faced with 5,000 battle-crazy Zulu’s to er...Stand
behind a bunch of mealy bags.

Issac Newton’s notion  that whilst he was
engaged in a serious bout of mental debate
regarding the laws of gravity, it would surely be a
blessed relief to sit beneath the shade of that tree
over laden with riper than ripe, simply itching to
fall apples

Bob Paisley’s decision to play Ray Kennedy, at
the time of his signing a Double-Winner and
prolific striker for Arsenal, on the right-hand side
of midfield!!!

And Gary Barlow’s brainwave to leave TAKE
THAT to embark wupon an infinitely more
successful solo career and to be treated as a
‘serious’ artist.

Well, okay. Strike that last one from the list of
examples, but you get the general idea.

Certainly, when the suggestion was made by one
of our party that sunbright August morning, to
pitch our tent in the middle of a sand-filled golf
bunker, my first reaction was that that person
(and it wasn’t me, guv’'nor. Nosiree. Scout’s
honour) was crazier than a shit-house rat caught
in a U-bend.

1 probably told them so. I'm sure I did. Doubtless
I Stamped my feet and insisted that it made no
sense to camp within virtual spitting distance of
the holiday site. Where the tent and the rest of the
gear could be buried as easily as it was amidst
the sandhills. Where the predominantly flat fields
and clear view afforded us a great deal of
advance warning of approaching security guards,
and where access to the beach and the local
chippy and the grocery store and the...HANG
ON!!!

It took us only a few minutes to select a
favourable bunker (one facing the just-discernible
entrance to Presthaven Sands, and far enough
away from the golf clubhouse) dig out a couple of
feet of sand, and bury the camping gear for a
record-breaking THIRD time.

And glory be, as things turned out, we couldn’t
have picked a better spec. We were never caught
camping at the edge of that rolling green course.
Oh, we had a few hairy moments when golfers,
out for a daybreak round, screamed ‘Fore’ and




Sent wayward shots flying in our direction before
we’d had a chance to conceal our stuff. But, low-
flying golf balls aside, the remainder of our
holiday was a hugely enjoyable experience. Okay,
so we had to continue to run the gauntlet with
those pesky, omnipotent security guards, and
sneaking on and off the site was fraught with the
ever-present risk of discovery (and surely, this
time, they wouldn’t let us off quite so lightly —
They might even get the police involved, and that
was a prospect that filled us all with dread), but
hell, we figured it was worth the risk.

In fact, the so-crazy-it-was brilliant plan to spend
the week camping in a golf bunker proved to be
so successful, we resurrected the scheme four
years later, when once more, the respective
holiday funds were so low, it looked for a while as
though we would be forced to cancel.

At the height of the summer of '86, the year of
another disappointingly early World Cup exit for
England and Scotland (although it took a
combination of blatant cheating/marvellous
opportunism; delete where your views deem
applicable, and the greatest individual goal this
writer has ever seen to knock Inger-Land out in
the Quarter Finals), we set off, camping
equipment in hand, to embark upon another do-
or-die mission in the untamed wilds of North
Wales

A Wrong Turn,

Then Teardrops...
1

Four years had passed by since last we’d stood on
this stretch of beach, at the edge of the golf
course, but in truth, so little had changed, it
seemed as if time had stood still here.

We were even able to secure the exact same
bunker and set up camp with no difficulty
whatsoever.

The site was just as we remembered it, too. The
Under-18 Disco, the cheesy, cabaret-oriented
Adults Club, lawks-a-mussy, even that pervy-
looking, garishly made up clown was still busy
terrifying the kids with his mutated-animal
balloons...All remained constant. As familiar to
the Presthaven landscape, as the Pyramids to the
banks of the Nile.

And as for the holiday itself, well, it passed by
fast like sex, cheques, and special effects, as
holidays are wont to do, and the thing that I most
want to tell you about occurred on the very last
night before we were due to head on back to
Merseyside.

I remember we stumbled out of the disco in the
company of three local floozies with the fading
chords of the last slowie ringing in our ears.

®

The girls had invited us back to their caravan “for
a coffee, and we hadn’t taken a lot of persuading.
I’'m not going to lie here and say that this
collection of ‘hot dates’ were apt to be
challenging Sophie Ellis-Bextor in the looks
department any time soon. But then neither were
they obvious candidates for an appearance on
‘STARS IN YOUR EYES,’ to announce with
bright-eyed excitement; ‘Tonight Matthew, we’re
aaaalllll going to be Anne Widdecombe!!!”

And besides, there hadn’t exactly been a whole
pile of alternatives on offer. It was after midnight.
There were only a few more hours left in
‘Paradise.” And the clock was ticking.

The ancient Greek philosophers have probably
got a phrase for such situations, but in all due
deference to Plato and Archimedes et al, I guess
I’ll make do with one of my own: ‘It was shit or
bust.’

En route to the caravan park, we happened to pass
‘Sam’s Fish ‘n’ Chip Emporium,’ and the
selection of mouth-watering aromas that wafted
our way sparked a sudden bout of ‘We’ve got the
munchies!!!’

We walked in and began checking out the menu. I
was trying to make up my mind whether to splash
out and get fish, chips, and mushy peas, or
whether that truly amounted to a pig out of Lard
Ass Hogan proportions, when someone tapped me
on the shoulder, disturbing my reverie.

I spun around, fully expecting to see the girl I was
supposed to be with, Cheryl, or Michelle, or
Rochelle, whatever her name was (okay, I know
how awful that sounds, but cut me some slack
here, Jack, we are talking about events that took
place fourteen years ago) fluttering her eyelashes
and smiling her most winsome smile in the hope
of cadging a free meal.

But as it turned out, I was only three quarters of
the way right. It was a girl. She was fluttering her
eyelashes like a Barbie Doll throwing a dicky fit.
And she was smiling a slow, seductive smile. But
it certainly wasn’t the girl I’d left the disco with.
No way, kid.

This was someone else entirely.

This was a girl who was so gorgeous she looked
like she’d just surfed down to Earth on Halley’s
Comet.

You can be sure I pretty quickly forgot about my
craving for food.

‘Hiya,” she said in a broad Liverpool accent that
was at once alluringly sexy and reassuringly
familiar. ‘I saw youse and yer mates in the disco.
I was hopin’ yer’d come over an’ ask me to
dance, but I suppose yer more interested in tha’
girl yer with over there.’

For one crazy moment, I hadn’t the slightest idea
who it was she was referring to, and the confusion
must have been written plain on my face, because
she inclined her head and half-pointed to Miss-



Whatever-Her-Name-Was, stood at the counter,
already wolfing a sausage batch.

She’d caught me looking and tipped me a wink,
and I saw there was a mixture of tomato sauce,
mustard and tiny slivers of onion smeared on her
lips, and I'd felt my stomach give an involuntary
lurch.

I hurriedly turned my attention back to the Scouse
Beauty before me, and tried desperately to think
of something witty or profound to say in
response. Something that would impress her or
make her laugh. Or both. But all that came out
was the pathetically inadequate; ‘Oh, her? Erm,
She’s not with me. No. I mean, er, That is, I er, I
don’t even know who she is.’

‘God, that’s weird,” Miss Scouse Beauty said, and
now her smile was half-amused, half gently-
mocking. ‘Seein’ as how yer spent most of the
evenin’ dancin’ with her.’

‘Did 1? Er, yeah, well, I was just maintaining our
famous Merseyside reputation for being dead
friendly towards the resident woollybacks. y’see.’

‘Is that right, yeah?’

‘Oh aye.’

I see, an’ tha’ “friendliness” extends towards
neckin’ the Woolies like it’s goin’ out of fashion,
does it?’

‘Oh, only in an emergency, like. She needed
resuscitating. It was so hot on the dancefloor. She
nearly passed out bang in the middle of
‘HOLIDAY’ by Madonna, if you can believe that.
I mean, I had no option but to blow some air into
her lungs...’

That’s a great sense of community spirit yer’ve
got there, mate. Yer should ‘ave been a
Samaritan.’

‘Yeah, I missed me callin’ alright. Still, never let
it be said that when someone’s needed help, I
turned me back and ignored ‘em.’

Is that so, Sir Knight?” And here, Miss Scouse
Beauty had suddenly slipped her hand in mine
and said in a soft, Maiden-in-distress-like
whisper; ‘Well, in that case, would you be so kind
as to help a slightly inebriated lady back to her
caravan? The path is dark and filled with hidden
dangers, and I’m feeling a little unsteady on my
feet.’

Why, certainly,” I replied, quickly ushering her
towards the exit whilst Grant, Stevie Gee and the
three girls were still placing their chippy orders.
They told me later that they hadn’t even seen us
leave.

‘Just one thing, my Lady,” I said as we set off
along the path that ran through the centre of the
site. ‘It may be that your “unsteadiness of feet”
will require some urgent medical attention.
Blowing air into one’s lungs. A touch of
resuscitation. It’s a good cure. You might like me
to try it later.’

It turned out she did. But though I did my
damndest, I couldn’t have cured her presumed
drunken wobbliness if I’d have been a fully-
fledged miracle worker.

2

By the time we’d reached her six-berth caravan, a
homely, welcoming light spilling from its
windows, I’d leamed several things about my
stunning companion.

She told me her name was Claire, she was 21
years of age, and she lived in Netherfield Road in
the heart of Everton. She was currently enjoying a
summer break before going back to university to
continue her two year Art and Design course. She
liked to read crime novels, her favourite bands
were ‘THE SMITHS’ and ‘THE PET SHOP
BOYS,’ and unusually for a girl back then, she
actually didnt’ mind footy and sort of supported
LFC, although by her own admission, she was
more interested in ogling Craig Johnston’s legs
than in following any of the play.

All of which proved to be endlessly fascinating to
yours truly, if not for the world at large, but what
had really stuck in my mind like a glued moose in
a ‘SUGAR PUFF’ factory, was that which Claire
had told me virtually at the outset of our little
journey. Namely, that she didn’t have a steady
boyfriend, and that her best mate, Donna, had
hired the caravan for a fortnight, in her parent’s
name...

‘An Donna will be staying with some lad she met
at the beginning of the week,” Claire had
informed me with an air of affected casualness.
The fact that we would have the caravan to
ourselves (and it hadn’t required too great a
stretch of the imagination to picture just what that
might portend!!!) bade me attempt to walk as fast
as was possible without appearing as though I
simply couldn’t wait to jump her bones. I mean, if
I’m brutally honest, that much was undeniably
true, but it would hardly have been polite to have
insisted she stop yapping and get a move on ‘cos
ol’ Homy was barking at the gate, now would it?
And besides, Claire really had appeared to be
having some trouble walking properly. Her co-
ordination wasn’t all that it should have been, and
I surmised that she had definitely given the booze
aright good hammering.

Still, at least it meant I had a good excuse for
placing my arm around her on the pretext that it
would help keep her balance. She seemed to grow
ever more unsteady with each step, a fact Claire
found incredibly funny. She was laughing like a
hyena on helium as she all but fell through the
caravan door and collapsed in a heap on the
nearest available seat.

I offered to make the coffee, but Claire shook her
head and said she wanted something stronger.



‘There’s a bottle of Bacardi in the fridge, if
Donna hasn’t nabbed it,” she managed between
fits of the giggles.

I honestly thought about telling her that as lousy
ideas went, having yet another drink was right up
there with er, camping on a golf course. But I was
her guest and I figured I wasn’t in any position to
tell her what to do.
I started to pour her a glass, but she suddenly
staggered to her feet, grabbed the bottle and
clutched it to her chest.
‘ang on a sec,” she said in a husky voice that
turned my insides to quivering jelly. ‘Why don’t
we drink this in me bedroom? It’s much more
comfy in there.’
She grabbed my hand, gave it a gentle squeeze
and began leading me towards the half-open door.
I’ve got to be honest, I was more than a little
nervous setting foot inside that compact, box-like
room, pitch dark except for the jagged slivers of
moonlight slanting across the double bed. Indeed,
anyone watching could have been forgiven for
thinking that I had displayed all the enthusiasm of
a horse trotting into a glue factory.
The reasons for this are simple. I mean, it’s all
very well playing it cool and pretending you’re
appearing in the passionate love scene from a
Hollywood movie when your co-star is at best
ordinarily plain and at worst an ugly old boiler.
But when you’re confronted with a vision of
damn near flawless beauty, all such celluloid
fantasies are blasted into seven shades of
irrelevance. They’re replaced with a mental
questionnaire the answers to which are seldom
forthcoming (and even when they are, they’re
rarely the ones you’d ever want to hear):

‘Is she highly sexually experienced? And if so,
how will I figure in her personal ‘Hit Parade’?
‘Will I be in at Number One with a bullet? Or will
I struggle to even make an (ahem) entry?’

‘And what if she’s a virgin? They say you always
remember the first time. In later years will she
come to look back at this encounter with dewy-
eyed nostalgia, or will it be the cause of wild
gales of laughter at the fag end of a girl’s night
out?’

And of course, lurking just behind these sickly-
white pearls of paranoia were the more ‘usual’
fears:

‘Will my stomach groan like a depressed moose?
‘Will my breath reek of stale ale?”’

‘Will I fart the second we dive beneath the covers:
an earth-shaking rip-snorter powerful enough to
shift tectonic plates?’

All of this went spinning through my mind at
roughly the speed of light, and its dizzying effect
made me feel sweaty and nauseous.

I pulled my hand from hers, and tried to ignore
her expression of hurt surprise as I mumbled that
I wouldn’t be a minute, I had to use the loo.

So saying, I ducked into the tiny toilet and locked
the door behind me. I hastily splashed cold water
on my face, took several deep breaths, and sought
to regain at least some level of composure. I
checked myself in the mirror and nearly jumped
out of my skin at the sight of the bug-eyed, pasty-
faced boy staring back at me.

‘Get a grip on yerself, yer balloon,” I told my
reflection. ‘Yer actin’ like a kid on his first date!’

At that moment, Claire shouted from the
bedroom, ‘Lee, ‘ave you fallen down the ‘ole, or
wha?’

Well, as seduction lines go, it surely was original.
I mean, I can’t see it ever appearing in anyone’s
list of favourite ‘sweet nothings.’

But strangely enough, that was all it took for the
fear and doubt to fall away like a discarded cloak.
I was reminded, by the force of such an
irreverent, off-hand remark, that it didn’t matter a
jot that Claire was a dead-ringer for Sarah
Michelle Geller (and yes, I know this true-life
story is taking place in 1986, and Ms Geller was
likely still attending kindergarten classes back
then, but I’ve got to compare her to someone our
younger readers can relate to, okay).

She was simply a down-to-earth girl, blessed with
good looks, who, though it be a mystery of X-
Files-ian proportions, had taken a fancy to yours
truly.

I unlocked the door and poked my head around it
to see what Claire was up to. She was sitting in
bed with the blankets barely covering her breasts.

She dropped me a wink and I didn’t need a
second invitation.

I threw off my T-shirt and jeans, cast aside my
shoes and socks, and retaining only my ‘boxies’
ran headlong into the bedroom, screaming ‘Stand
by to repel boarders!!!’

I attempted a swallow dive, intending to land
right beside her, but seriously misjudging the
distance, I clouted my head on the far wall and
landed with all the grace of a shot albatross.

It hurt like hell, and I didn’t just see stars, I saw
whole constellations. And when I put my hand
gingerly to my forehead, I could feel a lump the
size of a golf ball (‘Hey...No fair! No fair!
Nobody even shouted “Fore”!!! a Loony Toons
voice yelled from some impossible distance) had
already formed there.

Claire, who it seemed that night would have
laughed at a child’s funeral, howled till she was
fit to bust. That’s not to say that she wasn’t
concerned for me. On the contrary, she made a
show of gently rubbing the affected area just
above my eye, whilst murmuring ‘Oh, you poor
baby. You poor baby,” before leaning back a
touch the better to see the lump, and that would
start her off again, braying uncontrollably like a
donkey in a farmer’s field with a red hot poker
shoved right up its arse.



It took her some time to get a hold of herself and 1
was literally on the verge of screaming at her to
quit when she suddenly bent down and landed a
kiss fully smack on my lips.

The spasm of anger that had shaken me rapidly
dissipated, and was replaced by the realisation
that the curtain was about to go up on the Big
Picture: “Mr Rock Meet Mrs Roll — They’re
ready to get it on!!!”

And then, as Claire and I became entwined in a
passionate embrace, she broke off the kiss to
whisper in my ear that there was something she
had to tell me before we got too carried away.
‘It’s not that important, like,” she began, and
something in her voice served to immediately
grab my attention.

‘It does seem to put some people off, though. So I
suppose we’d better get it outta the way...’

‘What is it, Claire?’ I asked, trying to read her
expression though the moon chose that moment to
hide behind a cloud plunging the room into total
darkness.

‘It’s just that...Well, ’'m sure yer noticed that I
was walkin’ like I was ‘arf-bladdered on our way
back to the caravan? Well, it wasn’t just the
booze that had me rockin’ like a big ship.’

‘What else was it then?’

‘It’s me right leg,” she sighed. ‘It’s false from the
knee down. I had to ‘ave an amputation a couple
of years ago. I was in a car accident. The doctor’s
couldn’t do nothin’ to save the bottom ‘arf of me
leg. It’s supposed to be prosthetic, but to me it
feels like cheap plastic. I prefer to sleep without it
at night. You don’t mind if I take it off, do yer?
I’d feel more comfortable.’

So saying, she reached down beneath the covers
and began dismantling the false leg, unscrewing it
for all I knew. I distinctly heard it come away,
imagined the clammy plastic feel of it in her
hands, then actually saw the thing as she placed it
carefully on the bedside table. It rocked for just a
second in the bony moonlight that suddenly
spilled through the curtains as if bang on cue.

And try as I might, I couldn’t take my eyes off it.
Oh, I’d like to be able to tell you that Claire’s
midnight revelation had made not the slightest
difference to the way I felt about her. That I
admired her courage in speaking out, so sparing
me the embarrassment of stumbling upon the
discovery for myself.

I"d like to. But Id be lying. And here we get to it
at last, ladies and gentlemen: Lee Walker’s Great
And Terrible Confession.

You see, though I hated myself for it, both there
and then and in the years that have passed by
since, I was filled with horrified revulsion.

That ‘Loony-Toon’s’ character suddenly piped up
again, screeching maniacally, ‘Excuuuse me,
madam!!! I've heard of a girl going out on a limb
for a guy, but a dame actually plucking one off

and dropping it at the side of her bed is a definite
no-no!!!’

‘And while we're at it, let me tell ya, toots,
spreading your legs is one thing. Separating them
completely ain’t in no Karma Sutra ['ve ever
read.’

‘What do you do for an encore? Pull off the rest
of your limbs, line them up as skittles and use
your head as a bowling ball? And what about...."
I tried to close my ears to its incessant, sadistic
rambling but even if I’d have been successful,
there still remained the inescapable reality of the
false leg, lying inanimate on the table, as devoid
of life as a lump of lunar rock, yet still somehow
ominous, almost as though it were waiting for me
to turn my back. And when I tore my gaze from it
for a second, I couldn’t help but imagine the leg
quivering with impatience, kicking out, feebly at
first, but growing steadily stronger, until at last it
possessed the strength to fall to the floor with a
barely audible plop, before creeping silently
towards us, eager to be reunited with warm living
flesh....

Oh Lordy, the situation had suddenly become
about as seductive a prospect as being tied to a
chair and forced to watch endless video re-runs of
your nan strip-teasing to the sound of ‘YOU SEXY
THING, ’ down the local Conservative Club.’
Almost before I was aware I was doing it, I began
hurriedly making my excuses and scrambling
around for my clothes. I can’t remember what I
said precisely, though doubtless it was something
along the lines of how I’d had a great time, but
that I'd best be getting back, I needed an early
start for the journey home, I’d see her around
sometime, thanks very much, see ya later,
goodbye....

I do remember that I never once glanced in her
direction as I took my leave. I couldn’t bear to see
the look of anguish I knew would be etched upon
her face. And before anyone starts, I don’t say
this for any egotistical reason. I think I was
merely the latest in a long and winding line of
potential boyfriends who had thoughtlessly
rejected her because of this one minor deformity.

I guess it wouldn’t provide even the scantest of
consolations were she to somehow leam that it
has been a constant source of regret that I never
stayed that night, and that I still think of her
fondly whenever Summer comes around and the
evenings draw out long and warm...

As it is however, my last abiding memory of
Claire is of the tiny cry that escaped her lips as I
quietly closed the bedroom door: an achingly
haunting sound like a lost and lonesome wind
blowing through the bones of my dreams....

Lee Walker, New Ferry, Merseyside
September, 2000



THE FORTEAN
STEPPES

Family connections with Eastern Europe have allowed me
to read many English translations of curious forgotten
books blown in from far-off Steppes as if by a howling
Siberian gale.

Someone borrows the books and lo! they are gone again.
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Where, I wonder, is the book I read as a boy, about life in
the Soviet Arctic? I have a flrm and vivid memory of
reading a supposedly true account of a Neanderthal Yeti
who lived in a volcanic crater and fed on the flesh of musk
oxen. Russian sciemtists examined them and then
(frustratingly enough) let them go.

In more recent times, I came upon a book on Bulgarian
wildlife which had this to say about the lynx;

'Little has been recorded about the lynx in Bulgaria,
since from the earliest times this animal has been regarded
as a "Forest Demon" whose very name i1 is unlucky to
pranounce. '

Can this remark offer a clue to the history of the lynx in
Britain?

Did the lynx survive here into historic ttmes?

Prehistoric lynx remains have been found In this country, I
believe, but no one can teil when or if this European big cat
became extinct. Lions, elephants and hyenas have been
driven away by successive Ice Ages, but why should even
such dramatic climatic changes asthese have affected the
lynx, an animal that lives as far north as the Arctic edge of
the tree-line?

Lynxes live in France, and if frozen out of England may
have found the post Ice Age Channel a barrier to their
return.

What if the lynx survived into the age of the Medieval
greenwood, never mentioned by peasants or woodsmen
because it was regarded as a forest Demon? Old books and
records sometimes refer to an animal known as a
Catamount, or 'cat o mountain.' Historians and naturalists
today believe that ‘Catamount’' meant 'Wildcat' -Felis
Sytvestris - the small forest feline still to be found in
Scotland (Did anyone say 'Sylvestria and Tweety Pie?')

In my opinion, ‘Catamount’ is the olden day euphemism for
a taboo word; 'Lynx.’

In America, English settlers referred to pumas as
‘Catamounts.' Ploneers tried to match Old World names to
New World animals. Thus they called the skunk a 'polecat,’
because a skunk-stink is a vastly exaggerated version of a
polecat's musky odour. Black vultures, unknown In
England. were given the name 'buzzard,’ because the most
un-vulture-like English buzzard is a carrion-feeder. No
American equivalent of the European or Scottish Wildcat
lives in North Americam, and the settlers gave the name
'wildcat' to the small lynx of the castern states, the Bobcat.

When the pioneers encountered the much larger puma,
they gave It the name of the Big Cat they kmew, the

European lynx or catamount!!! Perhaps the last English
lynx was shot by a gun, not an arrow, at the same time as
the wolf and wild boar perished, namely, the Seventeenth
Century.

'Woe is me, I've killed a catamount!' the fearful hunter
may have exclaimed.

'GYPSIES IN POLAND' is the title of yet another
fascinating book, now irretrievably borrowed. It contains a
picture by one of my German ancestors, showing the King
Of The Gypsies riding to meet the Tsar of Russia in a
carriage drawn by bears, with monkey footmen.

The Polish author appears never to have read Browning's
famous poem about the Pled Piper. In the pre-Nazi heyday
of Polish Gypsies, I read; 'One of their trades was that of
rat-charmer.’

With no mention of the Piper, the author goes on to say
that gypsy rat-charmers were often hired to lure rats to
their doom by playing a monotonous droning note which
the rodents found to be irresistible. At the sound of the
2YPSY Pipe, rats cmerged from their holes, tried at first to
resist the music, then gave up the attempt and danced out
to their destruction.

East European gypsies, as Londoners are now only too
aware, delight in fantastic costumes of wildly contrasting
colours.

Our own Romanies prefer Pled, or black and white horses,
to any other. Obviously Browning's Pied Piper was a
gYPSY, perhaps a Polish gypsy. The last known Polish
gypsy rat-charmer was one Joseph Beck, who was still
working in the 1930's.

What has happened to the Gypsies of Poland?

A sad Gypsy song tells us all....

'They led us in at the gate,
They let us out through the chimneys.'

Along with the Jews, gypsies were sent to the hell on carth
that was the Nazi Concentration Camps, there to be gasses
and Incinerated. In Nazi eyes, they were not Aryans, even
though the mythical Aryan Race was said to have
originated in India, first home of the gypsies....

Today, theories on the Aryan Race have vanished, without
ever being 'officially’ discredited.

For all I know, the Nordic legend of Teutonic origins may
be true, and frozen men were licked out of glaciers by a

giant cow.

MINSTER WELLS AT
SHEPPEY

With Homer-Sykes, the author-photographer at the wheel,
our car plunged through the leafy oak tunneis of the
Weald, through Sussex, through Kent and on to a place
where we had never been before; The Isle Of Sheppey.

All of a sudden, hills and trees gave way to lines of
marching pylons and Thames estuary industriana. A
strange structure loomed in the hazy distance ahead - two
giant concrete suitcase handles side by side. The suitcase
itself, dropped by Gog or Magog on a visit to this
myth-laden region, had evidently sunk into the mud of the
River Swale.

Our road descended to the sea-level Isle, and the two
handles became the glant grim archways of Kingsferry
Bridge, gateway to Sheppey. They made an Impressive
entrance to the Land That England Forgot. Split by creeks
and riverlets, the Isle was divided into three; Sheppey,
Harty, and Elmley, home of sheep, harts and elms (though
today, only the sheep remain).

After a while, the Isle began to shrug off the weight of mud
and abandoned cranes and rose into a neglected



hump-backed pastureland with wild ragged hedges. A
white farmyard duck, looking lost, peered at us from the
side of the road. At a crossroads, a sign pointed to 'H.M.
Prison,’ where two sons of two friends of mine have been
incarcerated at different times, for armed robbery, vice of
the robellious young. My friends' visits to the prison first
alerted me to the fact that the Isle of Sheppey existed.
Later, I lcarned more from the books and pamphiets of
Brian Slade, former head of the Sheppey Archacological

Soctety.

As I do not have a son, our way led not to the prison, but
to the small village of Eastchurch, home of the seif-taught
historian Slade.

Though Sheppey is unlovely, it is redeemed by Its ancient
grey stone churches so steeped in lore and sacred legend,
Augustine passed this way, bringing the Gospel to Saxon

England.

Brian Slade has receatly been rehoused at the end-bunglow
of a modern strip of old people's residences. Though
inftrm, be rushed eagerly from his door to meet us. Soon
we were drinking tea in a tiny dark front room covered in
mementos of historic Sheppey. Considering that Brian had
only just moved in, his front room was in exceilent order. It
resembled a museum, and no wonder, as until his
retirement, Brian Sisde had been the curator of the
Minister Gatehouse Museum.

Replica guns, maps and pictures of Old Sheppey hung from
the walls. One of Brian's casy chairs was in use as a
showcase, with historic items placed on the cushion, along
with a chubby blue-eyed doll dressed as a nun, still in her
cellophane doll-box. The nun was never explained. She
could have been Saint Sexburga, the Seventh Century
Saxon Queen who became Abbess of the nunnery she
founded.

On the other hand, she could have been one of the
Benedictine nuns of the Middle Ages, after the
Dane-wrecked Minlster's restoration in the Twelfth
Century. Minster Abbey looms large in Brian Slade's
imagination. Homer and I nursed our cups of tea and
listened to out host's fascinating, non-stop conversation,
uttered in a rapid Kentish squeal. Brian is not an incomer
from Dartford who has fallen under the Island's speil.
Minster Abbey and its sacred emvirons have become the
passion of Brian's life. Of the once-exteasive nunnery, only
two building remain.

One is the parish church, the other is the Gatehouse
Tower, now a museum run by the council. Brian's brand of
cxcitable aniquarian cnthusiasm has antagonised both the
church people and the muscum people, and be now
constders himseif 'barred' from both establishments. It all
began with three wells....

'Well, well, well,!' I kept saying idiotically and
inadvertantly, whenever Brian paused in his narrative.
Apparently, Brain had beard old people talk about the
three wells, not long after he moved to Minster. (Minster is
the name of the town as well as the site of the former
Abbey. Brian lived there for many years before moving to
Eastchurch, a village also named after its church, which
lies east of the Minster). So, aided by intuition and a
dowser's rod, he set out to rediscover the three wells.

This he did. Moreover, Brian discovered that the Minster
Abbey site was once surrounded by a prehistoric stone
circle. It is belicved that the Abbey has been built on the
remains of a Roman temple. Roman bricks can still be seen
among the Saxon and the Norman stonework.

As if to whet my appetite farther, for I still had not seen
the Minster, Brian pointed to the highlight of his
nun-in-a-chair display, a framed oil-painting of an idealised
blue Minster floating in the air as a castle in the clouds.
From its celestial doorway, a line of Dblack-cowled
mysterious flgures queued to pay homage to the figure of a
three-headed goddess hovering beside a well. The work of

a local artist, Aaron Dudley, the picture had been
presented to Brian by a group of his many admirers.

Like the Three Fates, the Three-Headed Goddess has had
an overwhelming impact on Brian's life. Until she
intervened, he was a well-respected antiquarian, popular
for his guided tours around the Minster church. His
veneration for the Three Headed Goddess has made him
unpopular among Orthodox Christians and newty-popular
among seif-styled Pagans and broomiess Witches.

'l have named the three wells, since their original names
have been forgotten,’ Brian told us. 'Only one, the
Abbess's Well, can be properly examined. The other two,
the Well of The Triple Goddess and the Birth Bracelet
Well-named aftet the things I found in them - have been
sealed up. The Triple Goddess Well is in the courtyard of
the Abbey Gatehouse, and it's there that I found the metal
figure of a three-headed pregnant woman, right at the
bottom. She was the first sacred object to have been placed
in the well, long before the Romans came. Similar figures
made of beeswax have been dropped in afterwards. You
can see them all at my friend Len Stanford's house. He is
the Custodian of the Abbess's Well. I have written and
published twenty seven books about the Isle of Sheppey
and the Minster.'

This I knew, since I had looked at two of them,
'MYSTERIOUS MINSTER' and 'MINSTER'S BIRTH
BRACELET WELL.' Clearly the work of a man gripped
by an obsession, the latter book makes fervent claims for
the author's beloved wells and their treasures. Water from
the wells have healing powers, and women who for years
have yearned for children become pregnant after drinking
the waters or touching the figure of the Three Headed
Goddess. Brian refers to his inspiration as 'the Triple
Goddess - Maiden, Mother and Crone.'

'‘Crone' seems a rather unkind name for a Goddess of
mature years, but elderly Californian she-hippies
apparently not only refer to themseives as 'crones'
nowadays, but hold 'croning ceremonies' to confirm their
cronchood. Brian's seif-penned poem says it all;

‘When the Goddess adopted Minster as her home
Shewas known as Maiden Mother Crone
AlRough for centurles the Goddess remainedthe same
Each vistting language gave her a different name
Thus during Minster's Roman years
Minster's wells weeped Triple Dianatears
Then with the coming of Christianity
The Goddess shapechanged herselfYomascullnity
Disgutsed as Father, Son and Holy Ghost
The Goddess has stayed at her post
Thus Maiden, Mother andwiseoldCrone
Contrivedto retain their righsfulthrone.’

Brian's prose writings are a bewildering mixture of history
essays, sensational headlines, tributes to himseif by
different authors and quack-doctor style testimonies to the
magic powers of his wells. Capital letters suddenly shriek
from the page;

'THE TRIPLE GODDESS IS WITHIN EVERY WOMAN'
‘MY BOOKLETS HAVE BEEN BANNED BY THE
CHURCH'and 'INCREDIBLE BUT TRUE'

(A phone call to the vicar later revealed that Brian Slade's
booklets have been banned from the church. The Church of
Engjland nolonger has the powers to ban books nationwide)
His life beset be illness and personal tragedy, Brian's voice
shook as he spoke with increasing rapidity of his
discoveries. A man of true genfus as an archaeologist and
intuitive historian, discoverer of many of Sheppey's lost
treasures, Brian Slade's reputation should not rest merely
on his abilitles as a writer. Look at what the man has
done...Excavated wells, recognised true history in every
mound and well of Sheppey and re-discovered the lost



horse-bead westher vane of Sheppey Minster. The
horse-bead represemts the Grey Doiphin steed of legend,
kifled by its knightly owner because a Witch (or crone)
propheaied that the horse would kill him. Years later, the
arrogant nobleman kicked his once faithful horse's sknll,
hurt his foot, and died in agony.

I would direct the Interested vesder to Barham's
INGOLDSBY LEGENDS,’ but not in the pages of Brian
Siade. Slade should be judged by deeds. Strange that one
so fond of the supernatural should not have employed a
ghost-writer.

'Look at what the Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr. Carey,
wrote about me in 1997,' Brian said, in a tone of amused
Indignation. He had printed the message from the
Archbishop in his 'BIRTH BRACELET’book.

‘There may indeed have been genuine experiences of the
supernatural associated with the Sheppey Wells. But a
Christian can be utterly confident that the mere fact that
some may gullibly credit these occurences to a Pagan
"Triple Goddess' carvies no more weight than if they had
been attributed to the intervention of Winnie The Pooh,
say.'

The Bish could do with a ghost writer too, it seems.

A cult of Winnle The Pooh did indeed flourish in university
towns in the lates 'Sixties, and the bear's adventures have
been translated into Latin. Bear Gods abounded in ancient
days. Luckily, Brian Slade has ignored Dr. Carey's hints
and has so far left Christopher Robin out of his bookiets.
As you can guess, the build-up for the Goddess, augmented
by a video on the same subject, made me yearn to see Her
for myself. Brian Sladeput on a hat that made him look like
a fisherman, we stepped into Homer Sykes's car and were
off to Minster!

Our first stop was at Falcon Gardens, a suburban street at
the edge of the Minster hill. Here lives Leon Stanford,
Custodian of the Abbess's Well. His large back garden
once formed part of the nunnery grounds.

A big, portly white-bearded, florid-faced man, of cheerful
aspect, Leon led us into the garden, where I looked around
for a well.

'It's in the shed.' Leon explained.

And so it was, for a garden shed now enclosed the well.
Leon opened the door, put on a light, and I stared around
in astonishment. At the rear of the shed could be seen a
deep, mysterious-looking well, the walls lined with stone, in
Medieval style, and water twinkling in the darkmess far
below. On a shelf near the well stood an extraordinary
device covered in tubes, together with rows of bottles. I
could have been In a Kentucky moonshine still.

'That's the purification system the law says I have to use
before I can give the bottled water to couples who want
bables, Leon explained. 'l don't allow people to throw
money into the well, but they can leave votive offerings and
candles outside. Some Pagans bring corn dollies. A white
frog lives in the well.'

I rushed to see it, but ft stayed hidden.

'Do many people come here to see the well and drink from
it? I asked

'Oh yes. We had a Coven of Witches the other day. One
Witch donated a hundred pounds to help restore the well.
She was a lawyer by trade. Someone from the 'Body Shop'
wanted to buy the water to use in some lotion or other, but
I turned her down.

'There's a success rate of ten per cent. That's in babies
born, I mean.'

Running a magic well seemed a satisfying hobby for Leon
Stanford, and certainly made a change from keeping Kof
carp or attending a Country and Western club, the usual
pursuits of big, genial men. Brian told us that Leon had
spent five thousand pounds setting up the well. All
donations were voluntary.

'Where can I see the Triple Headed Goddess?' I enquired.

'Oh, it's (n the house. Hold on, I'B get it!' ssid Leon.

He popped inside and then came out with a large flat case
with a closed lid. It resembled a tool box. When opened, it
became a museum showcase, its cemtrepiece being the
Goddess Herself. She was six inches high and made of
brown rusty iron. Beeswax images of similar shape, but
fragmented, were shown nearby.

'Alll these were found at the Well of the Triple Godd-ss, up
at the Minster,’ said Brian.

'How fascinating!' photographer Homer Sykes remarked.
'You must show me the place. But first of all, we must take
the Goddess out to be photographed. Got a screwdriver?'
Leon obliged, and we all looked as Hom