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January revised draft
The story of Zog

Our cottage was on the levels. It was flat land that stretched to the sea. Sometimes the sea created a sea fog that rolled in over the levels and made our cottage look as if it was surrounded by the sea.

The cottage was called Eastview. The view to the east was mostly of the apple orchard and the golden stone tower of our village church of St Mary’s.

I was born a long way from here in a cold place where the sun shone for 24 hours and did not come out at all in winter. I was born when the sun shone.

We came to Westonzoyland when I was three. I had never seen a cow before. When I saw my first cow I was scared. I ran to my mother who told me not to be frightened. Cows gave people milk was good for you. So that was all right.

This was how I got to know Eastview. I counted the apple trees in our orchard. Mum told me the names of some of the apples. There were Tom Putts, Stoke Red, Pippins and something called a Bramley which was a cooking apple.

I saw a barn owl in our orchard. She used to come out at twilight, flying low between the branches looking for mice to feed her young.

In the open fields around Eastview herons waited patiently by the banks of the rhynes, looking for little fish to eat. The rhynes were there drains of the levels. They were long narrow waterways, that criss-crossed our fields, making sure that the farmer’s land was dry and able to produce enough grass to feed the bows that gave us our milk.

There were three Zoy villages on the levels. They were Chedzoy, Middlezoy and Westonzoyland where we lived. My Mum told me that the word Zoy was an old English word for island. Each of the three Zoy villages were once little islands made of sand. The people who lived on these islands used boats to visit each other.

In the old days most of the land in this part of the country was owned by the Church. The Abbott of Glastonbury was in charge. It was his job to make sure that the land was fertile and able to feed the people who lived on the levels and provide income for the Church.
In those days the levels’ land was not very good for farming as often it was covered by water. It was the Abbott who decided to drain the land and make it more useful.  He brought people from Holland to help dig the ryhnes and soon the land started to dry out. This was when the people of the Zoy villages became farmers.

At Eastview there was a rhyne that bordered our land. It was Bussex Rhyne. When I was older my Mum allowed me to go down to Bussex Rhyne. I used to net little fish and keep them in a large jar.
Sometimes I found elvers in the rhyne. Elvers are small eels.
Mum told me the story about the great elver migration. When the eels were big enough, they left the levels where they were born, and swam to the other side of the Atlantic Ocean to a place called the Sargasso Sea. The eels left the rhynes, usually when there was a full moon, and work their way across the fields until they reached the Parratt River. The eels would then slip into the Parratt and make their way out into the Bristol Channel for the start of their long journey to the Sargasso Sea.

After the eels reached the Sargasso they grew big and stronger. Big enough to have babies on their own. They would then cross the Atlantic Ocean to have their babies in the same place that they were born on the levels.

One day on Bussex Rhyne I was netting for little fish when I felt some one watching me. He was a small man, no taller than the reeds that bordered the rhyne. He had a trim white beard and wore a multicoloured jester’s hat, with a green jacket, brown shirt, green trousers that fitted at the legs into brown pointed leather shoes.
“Who are you?”
“My name is Zog.”

“Do you live here?”
“Yes, of course.”

“Where?”

“Over there in that bank.”

When I looked at the bank I saw a small dark hole. I had never noticed it before.

When I first met Zog he was not in the mood to talk much. But after awhile he became friendlier and started to tell me his story.

Zog had been living on Bussex Rhyne for a long time. He told me that when he was a young man people with pitchforks came to fight the King’s soldiers dressed in red coats along the banks of this very rhyne.
“The men with pitchforks were farmers, They wore farmer’s clothes. They fought for Monmouth.”

I hadn’t heard of Mr Monmouth before. My Mum didn’t know much about him either. When I asked Zog, Zog would change the subject.

Zog wanted to talk about his life on the levels. He told me about the various plants, the butterwort, sphagnum moss, marsh orchid, mike parsley and royal fern. He told me about the grasses, some of which Zog used for his summer grass hut. He showed me how he built his hut. He used withy twigs taken from the nearby willow trees. He also built himself a raft from the withy twigs which he used to go fishing with his favourite withy fishing pole.

“I suppose you know Mr Parfit?”
“The withy man! Oh, yes. My Mum gets her baskets from Mr Parfit.”

“We used to make everything from withies. Not just baskets. We used to make tools and fences. Even the walls of our houses were supported with withy branches. Now they use bricks.”

By this time Zog and I knew each other pretty well. I learnt that he was very lonely. He was the only person of his size left in the village. Something had happened during the battle which Zog wouldn’t talk about. It had somehow placed a curse on the village that punished his people and scattered them to the four winds, leaving him alone and forced to live by himself.

Zog told me that he was obliged to remain hidden and he was not allowed to rejoin his people until all memory of the battle was forgotten. 

It was probably a good idea for Zog to remain hidden. He could not go near the roads because of the traffic. He could not even walk in the streets because of people’s large feet. He even had to be careful on the rhynes in case a large grey heron took him for a fish.

I forgot all about the battle long ago until one day my Dad took Mum, my sister and me to our village church. Dad said there was an important military man visiting the village. He wanted to talk about staging a re-enactment of the Battle of Sedgemoor that took place in 1685. I didn’t know what a re-enactment was.

When I told Zog about the re-enactment, he was very angry.”

“How long must I live like this? Why can’t people forget? It was not just my people who suffered. It was the families of the big people who suffered as well. They were sent far away where the eels go. My 300 years is almost done.  Now I could be here forever.”
“What do you mean Zog?”

The little man tried to control himself. He could see that I was trying to help.

“After the red coats were done, my chief agreed to swear loyalty to the King and help remove all memories of the battle. He left me to honour that promise by doing whatever I could to stop the big people making a fuss. The red coat captains did not want the local people turning Monmouth’s cause into something bigger than it was. They certainly did not want to turn Monmouth’s dead into heroes.”

There was a lot of talk in the village about the re-enactment. The landlord of the Sedgemoor Inn thought it would be good for business. There were a lot of incomers in the village, people brought in by building of the motorway. They thought the re-enactment would be fun.

But the locals who were born and bred in the village had longer memories. They were vaguely aware of a promise made long ago to forget the battle and start again. The villagers then did not believe that the battle was part of their history. It was something that happened uninvited on their doorstep. They did not want to take sides.

Finally the farmer on whose land the battle originally took place refused to give his permission for the re-enactment.

The military man pleaded with the villagers. Our vicar dismissed the military man’s pleas. The vicar said the military man was only interested in playing soldiers and did not have a true understanding of village life.

The military man left Westonzoyland and arranged to hold his re-enactment somewhere else.

When my father told me that the re-enactment was not going to be held in the village I immediately rushed down to Bussex Rhyne to tell Zog but I couldn’t find. I haven’t seen him since.

Now I am telling stories to my own child and I remember the little man with his green, leather jacket and green trousers. He reminds me of when I was a little girl, starting out, and what it was like to live on the levels where the wild things were and people lived with their past in their own way.
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