Arlington Reservoir Stories.
As part of the Vanguard Way story collecting project I contacted Sompriti, an organisation working with and for Black, Asian and people from other minority ethnic groups in the Lewes district.  I offered two storytelling workshop sessions, the second one to be out of doors.  So it was that on June 14th 2002 I accompanied a group of women on a walk and picnic at Arlington Reservoir.  We were from diverse ethnic backgrounds including Bangla Deshi, Chinese, Korean and British.  It seemed appropriate to make new stories for the Reservoir since it’s a new landscape feature, and to bring in voices from people relatively new to our land.  

We played a story-making game which involved choosing views and natural objects that we could see around us – which explains some of the slightly surprising incidents in the stories.  We enjoyed making them – there were lots of laughs – so I hope you will enjoy them too.

The Fisherfolk and the Buttercups

Once, near this lake, there lived a fishing family.  Times were hard for them because there were no fish in the lake.  This hadn’t happened suddenly, just slowly so that each day there were fewer and fewer fish until finally the family were catching nothing at all.  One day, hungry and hopeless, they sat in despair at the lake’s edge.  One of the children began picking the buttercups that were growing where they sat.  She started to throw them into the water.  Then the other children and the father began doing the same thing and soon hundreds of golden flowers were bobbing on the little shining waves.  

Suddenly, there was a mist rising all around them.  It was cold and mysterious and it seemed to be coming from the lake.  Then, in the midst of the mist there rose out of the water a huge, ugly old woman holding tightly to a handbag.

“How can I be of service to you?” she asked in a low voice that didn’t sound exactly natural.

“Send us fish, good, big, plentiful fish, please,” said the fisherman.

“I will do it.” said the old woman, and she sank down beneath the surface of the waters.  The mist evaporated and the fishing family looked around them.  The buttercups had disappeared.  

The mother felt worried.

“I don’t trust her.  She was a monster.  I don’t want fish from her because there’s bound to be a trick in it.”

“I bet she keeps her monster power in her handbag!” said one of the children.

Everyone agreed.

“I know,” said father. “Let’s throw in more buttercups to call her up again, and when she appears, grab the handbag!”

The family agreed on this plan, and once more they picked buttercups – there were thousands glowing in the grass by the lake.  When they threw them in, the mist rose again, and then that ugly, monstrous old woman came up out of the water.  One of the boys dived in, and before she knew what was happening, he grabbed her handbag and swam back to the bank.  

She let out a great howl of rage and disappeared again, leaving the water bubbling and eddying in a frightening vortex for a few minutes.  Then the mist lifted and all was calm.  The fishing folk couldn’t find anything unusual in the soggy handbag, but from that day on, there were plenty of fish in the lake and the family prospered.  They never saw the old woman again, but then, they never threw hundreds of buttercups into the water again either.

The Giant and the Mermaid

The giant who lived high on Windover Hill heard many stories as people passed his way.  One day he heard about a beautiful mermaid who lived in the lake he could see from his hilltop.  The storyteller said that there were many mermaids in the lake and the sound of their singing was truly wonderful, but one of them was the most beautiful singer of all.  Well, the giant was more or less in love just from hearing the story.  He didn’t know that the mermaids lived in a rich and beautiful city beneath the waves.  He could only dream about them because he had to stay in his place on the hillside except on one particular night of the year when the moon was right. It was only on that night that he could walk across the land.

Of course when the special night came he walked straight to the lake and there he saw the mermaids singing and playing in the water.  He watched and listened.  He was overcome with love, but before he could do or say anything his time away from his hillside was up and he had to return.

Resting for another year before the next special night when he could move, the giant decided that he would make a gift for his beloved.  He gathered all the sheep’s wool that caught in the brambles and bushes on his hillside and lovingly wove it into a shawl – a light, warm and beautiful shawl. But how could he give his gift?  

He had an idea.  He called the birds who lived all around him.  Would they carry the shawl and give it to his beloved?  They tried picking it up.  The shawl was so light and fine that they were able to lift it and fly across the land.  They took it to the lake and called the mermaid to receive it.  

She was so touched by the beauty of the gift and the loving message that the giant sent with it that she sent a message back with the birds.  She said that the next time the giant was able to move, she would be happy to meet him.  

How did he manage to wait?  He had no choice.  It wasn’t until the full moon of spring that he could move from his hillside.  When the night came it was magical.  The giant and the mermaid met beneath the starlit sky and knew that they loved each other with a love that nothing could break.  But how could they be together?  He had to live in the hillside except on this one occasion of the year, and she lived in the lake, a mermaid, unable to survive for long on land.  They parted sadly when his time was up, promising to meet again the next year and to see if they could think of a solution to their problem.  

When he was back resting sadly on his hillside, the birds, who were taking a keen interest in this romance, asked him what was the matter.  When he told them how the mermaid returned his love, but that they could only be together on one night of the year, the birds felt great compassion for the two lovers.  They made a bridge with their wings, a magical bridge in the shape of a great bow arching across the sky, which allowed the giant and the mermaid to meet at least a little more often than once a year

So when you see a rainbow stretching across the land in this area, you’ll know that the magic of the birds is allowing two unusual lovers to spend some quality time together.

Visitors in the 1970’s

Arlington Reservoir was made in the 1970’s by damming the Cuckmere river and cutting out a wide basin to hold the water.  

The 1970’s were a time of space exploration in two directions.  Everyone knows that humans were sending spacecraft away from Planet Earth, but not many people know that at the same time Aliens were coming to see what was going on here.  

The occupants of one Alien spacecraft saw the great valley being dug for the reservoir and decided it was a good place to land and hide before exploring this new planet.  They landed safely but before they managed to organize their explorations, the electrical system in their craft broke down and they had no lights.  By now, the river was flooding the valley and the craft was under water.

The Aliens stayed aboard, fearful of what they would find in this new world.  They had comprehensive survival systems in the spacecraft and could sustain themselves indefinitely.  There were luminous golden fish in the water which they were able to use for light.

One day a magical bird feather drifted down to the spacecraft beneath the waves.  Some of the Aliens felt brave and adventurous.  They used the magic of the feather to make a ladder so that they could climb up to the surface of the water.  Imagine their excitement as they came up and looked out at a completely new world.  Some set off there and then to explore and, as you may know, they have occasionally been sighted by people willing to believe in the possible existence of unfamiliar creatures.  Others of the Aliens felt less brave.  Many stayed below in the spacecraft though sometimes they gather enough courage to climb up the magical ladder and peep out across the surface of the lake.  You might see them if you sit long enough on the quiet banks of Arlington Reservoir- they look like little splashes in the water.  The fishermen will tell you it’s just a fish jumping for a fly, and sometimes it is.  But sometimes it isn’t.  Only keen eyesight and strong belief can tell the difference.
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