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    This volume brings together the complete sequence of Rudyard Kipling’s Puck stories in a single, carefully organized collection, from 'Weland’s Sword' to 'The Treasure and the Law'. Its purpose is to present, in one continuous reading experience, the cycle in which folklore opens into history and history returns to folklore. Readers can follow the design of the tales as they range across centuries while remaining rooted in one landscape. By restoring the stories to a coherent whole and accompanying them with original illustrations, the collection offers both newcomers and returning readers a faithful, immersive path into Kipling’s imaginative reconstruction of England’s past.

At the heart of the cycle stands Puck, the last of the People of the Hills, who becomes the guide, catalyst, and master of ceremonies. On a Sussex hillside two children, Dan and Una, meet him; through his interventions, men and women out of other ages step forward to tell their own stories. The frame is intimate and conversational, yet it opens expansively onto episodes from Roman, Norman, medieval, and early modern times. This approachable premise lets Kipling connect lived experience with legend, allowing each voice to speak directly while the ever-present countryside anchors memory and change.

The stories chart a broad sweep of English history as it touched one corner of Sussex and, by implication, the wider country. 'Weland’s Sword' looks to mythic craftsmanship; 'Young Men at the Manor' and 'Old Men at Pevensey' draw on feudal and Norman horizons; 'The Knights of the Joyous Venture' turns to ships and seaways; 'A Centurion of the Thirtieth', 'On the Great Wall', and 'The Winged Hats' explore the Roman frontier and northern threats; 'Hal O' the Draft' enters the world of makers and the state; 'Dymchurch Flit' evokes marshland lore; and 'The Treasure and the Law' considers power and obligation.

The collection is, above all, a gathering of short stories that unite historical fiction with elements of fantasy and folktale. Kipling originally framed his prose with verse interludes and songs that echoed each episode’s mood; while the focus here remains on the stories themselves, the presence of original illustrations preserves the period texture and visual cues that accompanied first readers. The pieces often read like vivid oral histories, with dramatic monologues, dialogues, and scene-setting passages. Each tale stands on its own, yet the cumulative effect is that of a cycle, in which recurring places, motifs, and voices knit the sequence into a larger design.

Kipling’s stylistic hallmarks are evident throughout: a craftsman’s care for the right word; an ear for cadence that recalls ballad and campfire; and a precise sense of place that makes hedgerow, marsh, and shingle as legible as maps. He blends archaeological and antiquarian knowledge with the shimmer of folklore, letting practical details coexist with wonder. The voices are varied—soldier, seafarer, mason, reeve—yet unified by Puck’s light, teasing touch. The result is prose that feels spoken rather than declaimed, attentive to work and weather, and animated by the conviction that history lives most fully in remembered tasks and told tales.

As a whole, these works endure because they join delight with instruction without ever becoming didactic. They model historical imagination as empathy: the reader is invited to stand in other shoes, feel other risks, and weigh other loyalties. The cycle treats the past not as a pageant of famous names but as a network of obligations—between craft and patron, land and sea, law and conscience. By focusing on one locality while opening onto far-flung trade, war, and governance, the stories illuminate how identities are made and tested. Their continuing significance lies in this humane, unsentimental attention to continuity and change.

The opening movement, anchored by 'Weland’s Sword', sets the tone by invoking myth to ask where gifts come from and what they cost. The legendary smith’s art becomes a figure for skill, inheritance, and the responsibilities attached to power. 'Young Men at the Manor' then turns to the social fabric of tenure and service, presenting human ties that make a house and its fields endure. Together these entries frame the cycle’s concern with making and maintaining—whether tools, families, or customs—and establish the idea that what is newly forged also binds its holder to those who came before and those who will follow.

Maritime and coastal perspectives broaden the horizon in 'The Knights of the Joyous Venture' and 'Old Men at Pevensey'. The former conjures the risks and rewards of sea-roads—trade, travel, and the wits needed to survive them—while the latter contemplates age, stewardship, and the weight of defending a shore long used to landings and departures. Castles and decks, tides and channels, all become stages on which personal courage and communal duty intersect. Without recounting particular turns of plot, one can say that both tales remind us that frontiers are not only walls to be held but routes to be navigated with prudence and nerve.

The Roman sequence—'A Centurion of the Thirtieth', 'On the Great Wall', and 'The Winged Hats'—examines life on a frontier of empire. Here soldiers reckon with distance, routine, and the sudden shock of contact with northern seafarers and raiders. Kipling sketches the infrastructure of roads and signal posts, the balance between drill and improvisation, and the fragile threads by which any order is kept. Identity is never fixed: provincials become legionaries, adversaries become neighbors, and maps shift underfoot. The effect is to show empire not as a monolith but as a human fabric of duty, caution, humor, and negotiated coexistence.

'Hal O' the Draft', 'Dymchurch Flit', and 'The Treasure and the Law' move into later centuries while keeping faith with the cycle’s local anchorage. A working artist in 'Hal O' the Draft' embodies the pact between makers and authority; 'Dymchurch Flit' turns to marshland customs, secrecy, and the stubborn independence of coastwise communities; and 'The Treasure and the Law' weighs wealth, rights, and royal demands. None of these pieces preaches; rather, they present situations in which individuals must decide what to keep, what to yield, and how to reconcile conscience with necessity in the face of larger powers.

A distinctive pleasure of reading the cycle in this form is the way its frame returns, quietly, after each adventure. The Sussex hillside, the quicksilver presence of Puck, and the attentive children provide a rhythm that eases the reader from one century to the next. The original illustrations serve as companionable markers—costume, tool, hull, or wall—helping to fix each tale’s world without constraining the imagination. Because the stories are episodic yet cumulative, they can be read singly or in sequence; either way, recurrent images and craft-words echo across the collection, rewarding a slow attentiveness to pattern and place.

Taken together, these are not mere period pieces but a sustained meditation on memory, work, and the obligations that knit people to one another across time. This complete collection invites readers to experience the Puck cycle as Kipling shaped it: a series of encounters that kindle curiosity and respect for the past while remaining lively, humane, and clear-sighted. Whether approached as historical fantasy, as tales of craft and community, or simply as superb storytelling, the sequence offers enduring companionship. With the original illustrations restoring their visual texture, these stories return to the stage where they belong—alive to voice, place, and wonder.
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    Rudyard Kipling (1865–1936) was a British poet, short-story writer, and novelist whose work became emblematic of the late Victorian and Edwardian eras. Born in British India and educated in Britain, he forged a distinctive voice that blended colloquial vigor, technical control, and a reporter’s eye for detail. His range encompassed children’s classics such as The Jungle Book, adventure narratives like Kim, and popular verse including Barrack-Room Ballads and If—. Awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1907, he was both celebrated for narrative mastery and criticized for imperial assumptions. Across genres, his writing shaped modern ideas of storytelling, empire, and childhood.

Raised in Bombay (now Mumbai) during early childhood, Kipling was sent to Britain for schooling, an experience that sharpened his sense of cultural dislocation and language. At the United Services College in Devon he absorbed a rugged, disciplined ethos that later informed Stalky & Co. Equally important were libraries, periodicals, and the vigorous ballad tradition that attuned him to cadence and refrain. Returning to India in the early 1880s, he entered journalism, gaining firsthand familiarity with Anglo-Indian society, cantonments, and frontier life. This apprenticeship fostered his compressed style, quick character sketches, and interest in codes—military, bureaucratic, and moral—that recur throughout his fiction and verse.

As a young reporter in Lahore and Allahabad, Kipling published a torrent of sketches and tales in newspapers and magazines, later collected in volumes such as Plain Tales from the Hills, Soldiers Three, and The Phantom Rickshaw and Other Tales. Stories like The Man Who Would Be King displayed his flair for brisk plotting, dialog, and the mingling of romance with gritty detail. He also issued Departmental Ditties and the early poems that would lead to Barrack-Room Ballads, capturing the rhythms and idiom of rank-and-file soldiers. These works established him as a precocious professional writer with a wide readership across the British Empire.

In the 1890s Kipling’s career became transatlantic. He traveled widely and spent several years in the United States, particularly in New England, where he completed The Jungle Book and The Second Jungle Book, and wrote Captains Courageous and The Seven Seas. Earlier, he had attempted longer fiction in The Light That Failed and collaborated on The Naulahka, while continuing to refine his short-story craft. His verse from this decade, including Mandalay and Gunga Din, consolidated his popularity. The period broadened his settings and techniques, marrying fable, reportage, and mythic patterning, and prepared the way for his major Edwardian achievements.

Settling in England in the early 1900s, Kipling produced Kim, a panoramic novel of espionage, pilgrimage, and play across the subcontinent, and the whimsical Just So Stories. He followed with Puck of Pook’s Hill and Rewards and Fairies, an antiquarian-fantastic sequence that framed national history as living memory; Rewards and Fairies included the maxims-in-verse If—. In 1907 he received the Nobel Prize in Literature, recognized for storytelling power, imagination, and international stature. By this point he was an established public figure in Sussex, a tireless craftsman attentive to meter, framing, and voice, and a writer read by both children and adults.

Kipling’s public positions were intertwined with his art. He endorsed the British imperial mission in essays and poems, most famously The White Man’s Burden, and supported soldiers in South African and later European conflicts. During the First World War he wrote to sustain morale and chronicled loss; the death of his son in service shadowed his later work, including Epitaphs of the War and the story The Gardener. His worldview—patriotic, duty-bound, skeptical of political cant—has drawn enduring debate. Critics fault racial hierarchies and imperial apologetics, while many admire his formal exactness, powers of observation, and capacity to render professional communities and technologies.

In his final decades Kipling issued further story collections such as Debits and Credits and Limits and Renewals, experimenting with narrative frames, dialects, and esoteric lore. He faced illness but remained industrious, and died in 1936; he was interred in Westminster Abbey. His legacy is complex: a canonical stylist whose politics remain contested. Later readers examine his work through postcolonial and historical lenses while continuing to value his economy, tonal range, and ability to animate place and craft. The Jungle Book, Kim, and poems like If— and Gunga Din persist in print and adaptation, ensuring that his voice remains audible and argued with.





Historical Context




Table of Contents




    Rudyard Kipling (1865–1936), born in Bombay and educated in England, wrote the Puck cycles after settling at Bateman’s, Burwash, Sussex, in 1902. His journalism in Lahore from 1882 and his London success after 1889 honed a gift for compressed narrative and historical pastiche. Puck of Pook’s Hill appeared in 1906, and its companion volume Rewards and Fairies in 1910; together they frame national memory as spoken drama. Awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1907, the youngest and first English-language laureate, Kipling used the Sussex landscape to connect local topography with imperial and insular themes that reach from Rome to the Tudors.

The Weald and the south-coast plain anchor these tales. Pevensey, identified with Roman Anderitum, and the low fenlands of Romney Marsh under Dymchurch Wall supply tangible stages for memory. Pook’s Hill itself evokes the puca of folklore and the small wooded combes inland from Hastings and Rye. Names like Pevensey, Winchelsea, Rye, and the river Rother recur because storm, silt, and human labor remade this coast between the eleventh and sixteenth centuries. Kipling relies on the archaeological imagination of his day to turn ruined walls, hammer-ponds, and lanes into witnesses, allowing stories such as Old Men at Pevensey and Dymchurch Flit to breathe place.

Roman Britain provides the earliest historical stratum. After the Claudian invasion in AD 43, southern England developed roads, villas, and towns under a provincial administration centered at Londinium. In Sussex, Stane Street linked Chichester (Noviomagus Reginorum) to London; coastal forts culminated centuries later in the Saxon Shore system. Anderitum (Pevensey) belongs to this late Roman defensive arc, its great curtain wall later enfolding a Norman castle. Kipling distills this backbone of roads, walls, and garrisons in narratives that move easily between artifact and memory, laying foundations for episodes that recall Roman soldiery and the long afterlife of Romano-British infrastructure.

Hadrian’s Wall, begun in AD 122 and stretching roughly 73 miles across northern Britain, embodies the frontier ethos animating A Centurion of the Thirtieth and On the Great Wall. Late Roman Britain faced compounded pressures from Picts, Scots, and seaborne raiders. Kipling adapts contemporary scholarship on limitanei and comitatenses, while inventing units and characters to humanize the garrison world. The Wall’s milecastles, vallum, and forts offer a disciplined geography of duty and boredom, punctuated by alarms. This setting anticipates The Winged Hats, where northern seafarers menace the coasts, and it frames the gradual weakening of imperial structures before withdrawal in the early fifth century.

After Rome’s departure, migration and reorganization marked the fifth and sixth centuries. Angles, Saxons, and Jutes established kingdoms in Kent, Sussex, and Wessex, layering pagan cosmologies over Roman ruins. Augustine’s mission landed at Thanet in 597, and King Æthelberht’s early law code (c. 602) signaled a Christianizing polity. Weland’s Sword reaches back to an older Germanic imagination: Weland (Wayland) the divine smith appears in Beowulf and in the Berkshire long barrow known as Wayland’s Smithy. Kipling uses the smith’s blade to bridge eras, connecting mythic craft to the later manorial and chivalric orders that succeed on the same ground.

Between the late eighth and eleventh centuries, the North Sea knitted Britain to Scandinavia and the Baltic through trade, piracy, and settlement. Longships, clinker-built and shallow-drafted, enabled rapid descents on coasts and up rivers. Alfred of Wessex (r. 871–899) resisted the Great Heathen Army; the Danelaw codified accommodation and boundary. The Winged Hats and The Knights of the Joyous Venture evoke this seaborne world, where war-bands, merchants, and adventurers prize skill, oaths, and reputation. Kipling uses nautical lexicon and coastal geography to suggest how English identities absorbed Norse energies, even as monastic scriptoria and courtly tastes shaped a new literary sensibility.

The Norman Conquest of 1066, launched from Saint-Valery and landing at Pevensey, lodged a new elite in an old landscape. William the Conqueror and his half-brother Robert of Mortain reorganized Sussex as a chain of rapes, with castles anchoring authority. The Domesday survey of 1086 measured resources and dues, grounding feudal tenure. Young Men at the Manor and Old Men at Pevensey draw on this moment when French-speaking lords commanded English-speaking tenants, and stone rose atop Roman foundations. The stories emphasize practical governance—oaths, rents, and service—rather than pageant, showing how daily compromise, not only steel, remade post-Conquest society.

Under the Angevins, law became an instrument of royal reach. Henry II’s itinerant justices and the Exchequer at Westminster rationalized revenue; written charters normalized consent and limits. The crisis of King John (r. 1199–1216) culminated at Runnymede on 15 June 1215, where Magna Carta attempted to bind the Crown to due process and customary rights. The Treasure and the Law refracts this constitutional moment through treasure, custody, and credibility, implicating sheriffs, barons, and financiers. Kipling’s Edwardian readers knew a Whig narrative that traced English liberty across tracts and trials, and the tale registers that learned tradition while stressing personalities such as William Marshal.

Medieval Jewish communities, protected by royal charter yet exposed to popular and fiscal pressures, occupy a crucial legal space that Kipling dramatizes. Under Henry I and Henry II, Jews held a status as servi camerae, with records kept by the Exchequer of the Jews at Westminster. Anti-Jewish violence climaxed at York in 1190; coinage debasement panics and tallages hardened attitudes. Edward I expelled the Jews in 1290. The Treasure and the Law compresses these dynamics into narrative terms—pledges, seals, chirographs—so that finance becomes character. By doing so, Kipling links city counting-houses to baronial strongholds and to the Crown’s cash-hungry politics.

The Cinque Ports—Hastings, Romney, Hythe, Dover, Sandwich—supplied ships and men for the king’s service, with Winchelsea and Rye as later ‘ancient towns.’ Shingle drift and cataclysmic storms in 1287 remade harbors; Old Winchelsea drowned, New Winchelsea rose on a grid. Romney Marsh, maintained by jurats and Commissioners of Sewers, depended on sea-walls such as the Dymchurch Wall and on the medieval Rhee Wall canal. Dymchurch Flit plays against this history of embankment and escape, recasting engineering as enchanted custody. Kipling binds maritime custom, smuggling lore, and parish institutions into a littoral society whose vigilance is as constant as the tides.

Craft and technology organize the collection’s moral world. Weland’s Sword sacralizes workmanship, while Hal o’ the Draft celebrates the Tudor alliance of skill and state. The Wealden iron industry flourished in the sixteenth century, using ore, oak charcoal, and water-powered hammers. At Buxted in 1543, Ralph Hogge is associated with England’s first cast-iron cannon; continental founders such as Peter Baude transmitted technique. Device Forts ordered by Henry VIII after 1539—Deal, Walmer, Sandown, Camber—required guns, shot, and drawings. Kipling animates this continuity of hand and eye: a smith’s forge becomes a gunfounder’s furnace, and the lawful sword becomes the monarch’s artillery.

Tudor centralization and representation transform the south coast into a defended diagram. The Acts of Supremacy (1534) and the Dissolution reshaped authority and property; coastal surveys, musters, and fortification plans followed. Hal o’ the Draft presents drafting as statecraft, echoing the presence of skilled foreigners and court artists in England. Hans Holbein the Younger, active at Henry VIII’s court in the 1530s and 1540s, exemplifies this culture of portrait and design, while military engineers mapped shoals and headlands. Kipling’s draughtsman stands where art meets ordnance, proving that lines on vellum govern stone and iron—and, by extension, the communities those works protect.

Language and literary fashion underpin the stories’ tonal play. Old English mingled with Norse loanwords in the Danelaw, then yielded to Anglo-Norman and Latin in courts and charters. By the thirteenth century, Middle English prose and verse bore mixed vocabularies of law and romance. A title like The Knights of the Joyous Venture knowingly recalls chivalric nomenclature—Joyous Gard, ventures d’aventure—while applying it to practical seamanship and barter. Kipling’s dialogue registers shifts of diction without pedantry, letting oaths, measures, and place-names carry period flavor. The effect is not philological exactitude but a persuasive cadence of continuities audible across centuries.

Arms and institutions evolve across the arc of the collection. Roman drill yields to feudal levies, then to contractual service and, eventually, standing navies and artillery. The late Victorian and Edwardian fascination with preparedness, informed by Alfred Thayer Mahan’s The Influence of Sea Power upon History (1890), frames Kipling’s coastal interests. Pevensey’s Roman walls, Norman gatehouses, and Tudor ordnance form a palimpsest of defense-in-depth. The Winged Hats imagines northern raiders as an ancient analogue of seaborne threat, while Hal o’ the Draft naturalizes bureaucratic logistics. Strategy, in these stories, is a civic habit shared by masons, pilots, clerks, and kings.

Antiquarian inquiry at the turn of the twentieth century supplied Kipling with method and mood. Ordnance Survey maps, the Sussex Archaeological Society’s proceedings, and excavations from Silchester to Pevensey refined chronologies and typologies. Francis Haverfield’s writings on the Romanization of Britain (notably 1905) argued for local adoption of imperial habits, a thesis the Roman tales echo through mixed marriages, altars, and oaths. The National Trust (founded 1895) and parish histories encouraged readers to see lanes, field-banks, and churches as archives. Puck’s interventions resemble an antiquary’s; he names, dates, and points, but leaves space for wonder, error, and unrecorded craft.

The publishing and visual culture of the Edwardian ‘Golden Age of Illustration’ shaped reception. Puck of Pook’s Hill (1906) was illustrated by Arthur Rackham, whose rooted trees and luminous fairies complement the Sussex setting. Rewards and Fairies (1910) carried drawings by Frank Craig, more austere and architectural. Serial magazine publication preceded book issue, aligning the tales with contemporaries in The Strand and other periodicals that blended fiction, history, and image. ‘Original illustrations’ were not decorative afterthoughts but interpretive guides: walls, ships, forges, and marshes are staged for readers as much as narrated, giving tactile credibility to episodes from Weland’s Sword to Dymchurch Flit.

Across the collection—from A Centurion of the Thirtieth and On the Great Wall through Young Men at the Manor, Old Men at Pevensey, The Knights of the Joyous Venture, and The Treasure and the Law, to Hal o’ the Draft and Dymchurch Flit—Kipling advances a civic theology of continuity. Law, craft, oath, and sea keep the realm, while place remembers. Puck, borrowed from Shakespeare’s late sixteenth-century masque of woods and weddings, becomes an Edwardian docent, reconciling nostalgia with discipline. Written before 1914, these stories enshrine a national past suited to a global empire—local, exact, and usable—set against the mutable English shore.
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    Weland's Sword
After Dan and Una summon Puck on the Sussex downs, he reveals the legend of Weland the Smith and a blade whose making ties the hill to England’s oldest lore. The episode sets the pattern of history speaking through people and objects.
Young Men at the Manor
A Norman knight recounts settling a Sussex manor after the Conquest, balancing loyalty to his lord with fair dealing toward the local Saxons. The tale shows how feudal order and the house the children know were first made.
The Knights of the Joyous Venture
A Saxon seafarer and his companions undertake a risky voyage into northern seas in search of profit and renown. Encounters with strange coasts and hard bargains test their seamanship and nerve.
Old Men at Pevensey
Sir Richard, grown older, describes quiet intrigue at Pevensey Castle used to avert a threat from across the Channel. Prudence, deception, and a guarded hoard decide the affair.
A Centurion of the Thirtieth
Parnesius, a Roman officer born in Britain, tells of his upbringing and commission to the northern frontier under a turbulent Empire. Duty and friendship root him to a line that must hold.
On the Great Wall
Continuing Parnesius’s account, life on Hadrian’s Wall unfolds through patrols, tribal diplomacy, and the shadow of imperial politics. Britain braces to stand with dwindling help from Rome.
The Winged Hats
Parnesius recounts a clash with northern seaborne raiders—the “winged hats”—probing the Roman defenses. Strategy and a hard-fought engagement decide what can be saved at the frontier.
Hal O' the Draft
A Tudor master craftsman explains the patronage and practice of building for a great house in the Weald. His practical wit shows how art, politics, and local labor meet in stone and timber amid changing times.
'Dymchurch Flit'
On Romney Marsh, a local family helps the last of the “People of the Hills” depart as the modern world closes in. Smugglers’ lore blends with a quiet farewell to England’s older magic.
The Treasure and the Law
In King John’s reign, a Sussex lord and a Jewish financier maneuver over a hidden hoard and the liberties it can purchase. Private bargains turn toward the making of a charter to bind the crown.
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      They saw a small brown ... pointy-eared person ... step quietly into the Ring
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Puck's Song


See you the dimpled track that runs,

    All hollow through the wheat?

    O that was where they hauled the guns

    That smote King Philip's fleet!



See you our little mill that clacks,

    So busy by the brook?

    She has ground her corn and paid her tax

    Ever since Domesday Book.



See you our stilly woods of oak,

    And the dread ditch beside?

    O that was where the Saxons broke,

    On the day that Harold died!



See you the windy levels spread

    About the gates of Rye?

    O that was where the Northmen fled,

    When Alfred's ships came by!



See you our pastures wide and lone,

    Where the red oxen browse?

    O there was a City thronged and known,

    Ere London boasted a house!



And see you, after rain, the trace

    Of mound and ditch and wall?

    O that was a Legion's camping-place,

    When Cæsar sailed from Gaul!



And see you marks that show and fade,

    Like shadows on the Downs?

    O they are the lines the Flint Men made,

    To guard their wondrous towns!



Trackway and Camp and City lost,

    Salt Marsh where now is corn;

    Old Wars, old Peace, old Arts that cease,

    And so was England born!



She is not any common Earth,

    Water or Wood or Air,

    But Merlin's Isle of Gramarye,

    Where you and I will fare.





Weland's Sword

The children were at the Theatre, acting to Three Cows as much as they could remember of Midsummer Night's Dream. Their father had made them a small play out of the big Shakespeare one, and they had rehearsed it with him and with their mother till they could say it by heart. They began when Nick Bottom the weaver comes out of the bushes with a donkey's head on his shoulders, and finds Titania, Queen of the Fairies, asleep. Then they skipped to the part where Bottom asks three little fairies to scratch his head and bring him honey, and they ended where he falls asleep in Titania's arms. Dan was Puck and Nick Bottom, as well as all three Fairies. He wore a pointy-eared cloth cap for Puck, and a paper donkey's head out of a Christmas cracker—but it tore if you were not careful—for Bottom. Una was Titania, with a wreath of columbines and a foxglove wand.

The Theatre lay in a meadow called the Long Slip. A little mill-stream, carrying water to a mill two or three fields away, bent round one corner of it, and in the middle of the bend lay a large old Fairy Ring of darkened grass, which was the stage. The millstream banks, overgrown with willow, hazel, and guelder-rose, made convenient places to wait in till your turn came; and a grown-up who had seen it said that Shakespeare himself could not have imagined a more suitable setting for his play. They were not, of course, allowed to act on Midsummer Night itself, but they went down after tea on Midsummer Eve, when the shadows were growing, and they took their supper—hard-boiled eggs, Bath Oliver biscuits, and salt in an envelope—with them. Three Cows had been milked and were grazing steadily with a tearing noise that one could hear all down the meadow; and the noise of the Mill at work sounded like bare feet running on hard ground. A cuckoo sat on a gate-post singing his broken June tune, 'cuckoo-cuk', while a busy kingfisher crossed from the mill-stream, to the brook which ran on the other side of the meadow. Everything else was a sort of thick, sleepy stillness smelling of meadow-sweet and dry grass.

Their play went beautifully. Dan remembered all his parts—Puck, Bottom, and the three Fairies—and Una never forgot a word of Titania—not even the difficult piece where she tells the Fairies how to feed Bottom with 'apricocks, green figs, and dewberries', and all the lines end in 'ies'. They were both so pleased that they acted it three times over from beginning to end before they sat down in the unthistly centre of the Ring to eat eggs and Bath Olivers. This was when they heard a whistle among the alders on the bank, and they jumped.
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      In the very spot where Dan had stood as Puck

      they now saw a small, brown, broad-shouldered, pointy-eared person

      with a snub nose, slanting blue eyes,

      and a grin that ran right across his freckled face.
    



The bushes parted. In the very spot where Dan had stood as Puck they saw a small, brown, broad-shouldered, pointy-eared person with a snub nose, slanting blue eyes, and a grin that ran right across his freckled face. He shaded his forehead as though he were watching Quince, Snout, Bottom, and the others rehearsing Pyramus and Thisbe, and, in a voice as deep as Three Cows asking to be milked, he began:


    'What hempen homespuns have we swaggering here,

    So near the cradle of our fairy Queen?'
  

He stopped, hollowed one hand round his ear, and, with a wicked twinkle in his eye, went on:


    'What, a play toward? I'll be auditor;

    An actor, too, perhaps, if I see cause.'
  

The children looked and gasped. The small thing—he was no taller than Dan's shoulder—stepped quietly into the Ring.

'I'm rather out of practice,' said he; 'but that's the way my part ought to be played.'

Still the children stared at him—from his dark-blue cap, like a big columbine flower, to his bare, hairy feet. At last he laughed.

'Please don't look like that. It isn't my fault. What else could you expect?' he said.

'We didn't expect any one,' Dan answered, slowly. 'This is our field.'

'Is it?' said their visitor, sitting down. 'Then what on Human Earth made you act Midsummer Night's Dream three times over, on Midsummer Eve, in the middle of a Ring, and under—right under one of my oldest hills in Old England? Pook's Hill—Puck's Hill—Puck's Hill—Pook's Hill! It's as plain as the nose on my face.'

He pointed to the bare, fern-covered slope of Pook's Hill that runs up from the far side of the mill-stream to a dark wood. Beyond that wood the ground rises and rises for five hundred feet, till at last you climb out on the bare top of Beacon Hill, to look over the Pevensey Levels and the Channel and half the naked South Downs.

'By Oak, Ash, and Thorn!' he cried, still laughing. 'If this had happened a few hundred years ago you'd have had all the People of the Hills out like bees in June!'

'We didn't know it was wrong,' said Dan.

'Wrong!' The little fellow shook with laughter. 'Indeed, it isn't wrong. You've done something that Kings and Knights and Scholars in old days would have given their crowns and spurs and books to find out. If Merlin himself had helped you, you couldn't have managed better! You've broken the Hills—you've broken the Hills![2q] It hasn't happened in a thousand years.'

'We—we didn't mean to,' said Una.

'Of course you didn't! That's just why you did it. Unluckily the Hills are empty now, and all the People of the Hills are gone. I'm the only one left. I'm Puck, the oldest Old Thing in England, very much at your service if—if you care to have anything to do with me. If you don't, of course you've only to say so, and I'll go.'

He looked at the children, and the children looked at him for quite half a minute. His eyes did not twinkle any more. They were very kind, and there was the beginning of a good smile on his lips.

Una put out her hand. 'Don't go,' she said. 'We like you.'

'Have a Bath Oliver,' said Dan, and he passed over the squashy envelope with the eggs.

'By Oak, Ash and Thorn,' cried Puck, taking off his blue cap, 'I like you too. Sprinkle a plenty salt on the biscuit, Dan, and I'll eat it with you. That'll show you the sort of person I am. Some of us'—he went on, with his mouth full—'couldn't abide Salt, or Horse-shoes over a door, or Mountain-ash berries, or Running Water, or Cold Iron, or the sound of Church Bells. But I'm Puck!'

He brushed the crumbs carefully from his doublet and shook hands.

'We always said, Dan and I,' Una stammered, 'that if it ever happened we'd know ex-actly what to do; but—but now it seems all different somehow.'

'She means meeting a fairy,' said Dan. 'I never believed in 'em—not after I was six, anyhow.'

'I did,' said Una. 'At least, I sort of half believed till we learned "Farewell Rewards". Do you know "Farewell Rewards and Fairies"?'

'Do you mean this?' said Puck. He threw his big head back and began at the second line:


    'Good housewives now may say,

    For now foul sluts in dairies, Do fare as well as they;,

    And though they sweep their hearths no less,
  

('Join in, Una!')


    Than maids were wont to do,

    Yet who of late for cleanliness, Finds sixpence in her shoe?'



The echoes flapped all along the flat meadow.

'Of course I know it,' he said.

'And then there's the verse about the rings,' said Dan. 'When I was little it always made me feel unhappy in my inside.'

'"Witness those rings and roundelays", do you mean?' boomed Puck, with a voice like a great church organ.


    'Of theirs which yet remain,

    Were footed in Queen Mary's days On many a grassy plain,

    But since of late Elizabeth, And, later, James came in,

    Are never seen on any heath As when the time hath been.'



'It's some time since I heard that sung, but there's no good beating about the bush: it's true. The People of the Hills have all left. I saw them come into Old England and I saw them go. Giants, trolls, kelpies, brownies, goblins, imps; wood, tree, mound, and water spirits; heath-people, hill-watchers, treasure-guards, good people, little people, pishogues, leprechauns, night-riders, pixies, nixies, gnomes, and the rest—gone, all gone! I came into England with Oak, Ash and Thorn, and when Oak, Ash and Thorn are gone I shall go too.'

Dan looked round the meadow—at Una's Oak by the lower gate; at the line of ash trees that overhang Otter Pool where the mill-stream spills over when the Mill does not need it, and at the gnarled old white-thorn where Three Cows scratched their necks.

'It's all right,' he said; and added, 'I'm planting a lot of acorns this autumn too.'

'Then aren't you most awfully old?' said Una.

'Not old—fairly long-lived, as folk say hereabouts. Let me see—my friends used to set my dish of cream for me o' nights when Stonehenge was new. Yes, before the Flint Men made the Dewpond under Chanctonbury Ring.'

Una clasped her hands, cried 'Oh!' and nodded her head.

'She's thought a plan,' Dan explained. 'She always does like that when she thinks a plan.'

'I was thinking—suppose we saved some of our porridge and put it in the attic for you? They'd notice if we left it in the nursery.'

'Schoolroom,' said Dan quickly, and Una flushed, because they had made a solemn treaty that summer not to call the schoolroom the nursery any more.

'Bless your heart o' gold!' said Puck. 'You'll make a fine considering wench some market-day. I really don't want you to put out a bowl for me; but if ever I need a bite, be sure I'll tell you.'

He stretched himself at length on the dry grass, and the children stretched out beside him, their bare legs waving happily in the air. They felt they could not be afraid of him any more than of their particular friend old Hobden the hedger. He did not bother them with grown-up questions, or laugh at the donkey's head, but lay and smiled to himself in the most sensible way.

'Have you a knife on you?' he said at last.

Dan handed over his big one-bladed outdoor knife, and Puck began to carve out a piece of turf from the centre of the Ring.

'What's that for—Magic?' said Una, as he pressed up the square of chocolate loam that cut like so much cheese.

'One of my little magics,' he answered, and cut another. 'You see, I can't let you into the Hills because the People of the Hills have gone; but if you care to take seizin from me, I may be able to show you something out of the common here on Human Earth. You certainly deserve it.'

'What's taking seizin?' said Dan, cautiously.

'It's an old custom the people had when they bought and sold land. They used to cut out a clod and hand it over to the buyer, and you weren't lawfully seized of your land—it didn't really belong to you—till the other fellow had actually given you a piece of it—like this.' He held out the turves.

'But it's our own meadow,' said Dan, drawing back. 'Are you going to magic it away?'

Puck laughed. 'I know it's your meadow, but there's a great deal more in it than you or your father ever guessed. Try!'

He turned his eyes on Una.

'I'll do it,' she said. Dan followed her example at once.

'Now are you two lawfully seized and possessed of all Old England,' began Puck, in a sing-song voice. 'By right of Oak, Ash, and Thorn are you free to come and go and look and know where I shall show or best you please. You shall see What you shall see and you shall hear What you shall hear, though It shall have happened three thousand year; and you shall know
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    'Late—late in the evening Kilmeny came home,

    For Kilmeny had been she could not tell where,

    And Kilmeny had seen what she could not declare.
  






Of all the trees that grow so fair,

    Old England to adorn,

    Greater are none beneath the Sun,

    Than Oak, and Ash, and Thorn.

    Sing Oak, and Ash, and Thorn, good Sirs

    (All of a Midsummer morn)!

    Surely we sing no little thing,

    In Oak, and Ash, and Thorn!


Oak of the Clay lived many a day,

    Or ever Æneas began;

    Ash of the Loam was a lady at home,

    When Brut was an outlaw man;

    Thorn of the Down saw New Troy Town

    (From which was London born);

    Witness hereby the ancientry

    Of Oak, and Ash, and Thorn!


Yew that is old in churchyard mould,

    He breedeth a mighty bow;

    Alder for shoes do wise men choose,

    And beech for cups also.
 But when ye have killed, and your bowl is spilled,

    And your shoes are clean outworn,

    Back ye must speed for all that ye need,

    To Oak and Ash and Thorn!


Ellum she hateth mankind, and waiteth

    Till every gust be laid,

    To drop a limb on the head of him

    That anyway trusts her shade:

    But whether a lad be sober or sad,

    Or mellow with ale from the horn,

    He will take no wrong when he lieth along

    'Neath Oak, and Ash, and Thorn!


Oh, do not tell the Priest our plight,

    Or he would call it a sin;

    But—we have been out in the woods all night,

    A-conjuring Summer in!

    And we bring you news by word of mouth—

    Good news for cattle and corn—

    Now is the Sun come up from the South,

    With Oak, and Ash, and Thorn!


Sing Oak, and Ash, and Thorn, good Sirs

    (All of a Midsummer morn)!

    England shall bide till Judgement Tide,

    By Oak and Ash and Thorn!
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