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The Reluctant Boar

GM: What have we here then, all small and cuddly. You are about to enter my woods. Do you know what that entails? There are many things in the woods, not least the odd impostors. All around us the trees feel your presence. They whisper words amongst their leaves. They snivel dew drops from their twigs. They flex their muscles along their branches. And occasionally… they fall over backwards in great heaps of laughter. Not funny for the little ones squashed underneath their trunks who couldn’t make it in time. Beware if you hear a loud crack. You may have just stepped on their toes. How would you like it if I stepped on your toes? You tread lightly here, like this. (Demonstration of tip-toeing)

GM: Umhh. Have you seen my bird around ‘ere? Singing in the trees. You know, she’s beautiful. Who do I here you ask? Ms. Nightingale of course. I haven’t heard her for years. What date is it anyway? Two thousand and five!!!! Who the blizzards ‘as woken me up? And what’s ‘appened to my woods. This place has got tiny. It used to be massive. Do you know how long I have lived ere? Since the beginning. Well not quite the beginning, but the beginning of me anyhow. When fatty over there in the corner was running the joint.

GM: Ere. ‘ave you met fatty yet? What is she up to nowadays? My girlfriend I here you say. No thank you. You don’t mess with Betty boars. Do you know, she’s been ere from the beginning. The beginning before me. Well, not the real beginning. You see, the real beginning started with the plants, the trees. Those big things all around. Oh, I’ve seen many changes here. I’ve seen them all come and go. Who are you then I hear you ask? How can I ‘ave seen everything if I ain’t been ‘ere from the beginning, I hear you ask. Ah, well I am a tree spirit. I live in all the trees and the trees talk. They whisper of things come and gone. Do you know ‘ow they talk? (Demonstration of tree whispering)

GM: You see, I may look like a man, a green one at that. But I come in many forms, like the different trees all around. You see, there is a plane tree, there’s an oak, there’s a sycamore. Why they called it a sycamore is beyond me. Who wants to be sick all the time. You see, in the beginning, in the other beginning that is, this used to be one great wood. It was called the Great North Wood. Funny that, I never quite worked it out. This is the south of Britain but they called it the North Wood. Names are so important. I’m the Green Man you see. That means I’m green. Not naïve, but green. Like the trees. I may have to ask Betty ‘bout that one. You know Brockley meant something like “badger clearing”, and Penge means something like “the edge of the wood.” But now I can see roads, and some dammed fast animals running by. What are they called? There never used to be this many roads. All this was one great wood once. In the beginning that is. A mosaic of managed coppices and wooded commons, including Norwood, Penge, Lambeth, Westwood and Dulwich. Anybody here from Lambeth? I was born there. Whoops!! I am giving my age away.  

GM: Anyway, I know the ‘istory of this place since about 1000 years ago. That’s ‘ow old I am, at least. I’ve seen ‘em all come and go. Apart from the roads that is. I didn’t see them do that bit. If you want to know any more then you ‘av to see Betty boars. She’s been ‘ere from the beginning. The first beginning, before the humans arrived. Whatever you call me, don’t call me human. There is a vast difference. I may have a couple of legs but I started off as a tree spirit. And still am!! Have you seen my legs yet? I’m beginning to take root here. I’ve got all sorts of things living between my toes, not least the beetles and the worms. They are so important in the woods. Do you know, they turn over lots of dead wood and make it into more food for the surrounding plants. Urhhh, I hear you say, but without them a lot of the plants would die. They need food just like you. I used to have a friend called Stig. He was a stag beetle. Big ol’ thing. His family were here also. They must be hiding, there used to be thousands. Betty boars told ‘em to move into One Tree Hill because she could foretell the future. And now they dare not venture away. So if you see one, say ‘the Green Man gives his deepest regards’. 

GM: Anyway, I’ve seen ‘em all come and go. About a thousand years ago the wildwoods had all but gone, and it was replaced by a patchwork of fields, pastures, woods, hedges and scattered farms and hamlets. You know, like Sydenham. So the Doomsday Book said. Betty will tell you. Croydon was renowned for having two hundred pigs. She should know. Funny though, after they took the land from the trees the human, I say human owners didn’t even live here. That Archbishop of Canterbury had quite a bit. I never noticed him take a walk in the woods though. And then, a little bit later on lots more humans moved in. They’re not like us fairy folk. From the top of the hill you can get a good view though, all the way to the Thames. I saw all the buildings come up. Even Queen Elizabeth came up for a picnic!! She honoured this place you know. She was also a bit fairyish. And that big ol’ oak tree, BOOM he went. Struck by lightning. Oaks? Oaks can live for thousands of years. The one that is up there now? He’s just a babe, just like you lot.

GM: Well, these humans. They worked the land. And they were good at it. The local hamlets could acquire raw materials from it. They lived sustainably. If they cut the tree down for wood, the tree would re-sprout from the bottom. I saw gypsies, hermits, footpads, not least an increase in the number of animals living here. The oak wood went to the shipyards in Deptford to build ships, the bark tannin to the leather makers. And they used to make charcoal here. Do you know what charcoal is? (Get out some charcoal and allow them to draw with it.) This is made from willow, but before they used oak and hornbeam. You see that giant behind me. He is weeping. Do you know how willows weep? (Do a willow weeping). Big old willows like that are very important homes for insects. They don’t live as long as oak trees but they are fast growers. Its roots even now stabilise the very soil we are standing on. They plant them along river banks so that the soil does not get washed away.

GM: By the way, I remember seeing a canal here once. Peaceful times, but it didn’t last. Shame really. They replaced it with a fire-breathing dragon. I never went near them. They called them trains. They ate wood like no one’s business. These dragon trains came from north, south, west and east. It was like they were racing against each other. Don’t tell Betty, but she looks a bit like a dragon. I preferred the boats and the barges. And all the charcoal they made, the wood they cut, was transported far to the urban areas. Of course, all the old woods are becoming urban. Cherish this little patch because, if they ever take away the last tree I would disappear also. There’d be no where to live. There’s only little bits left. And no body manages the woods like they used to. But there is still a little bit of food around. Who’s going to help me pick some blackberries? Who wants to see Betty? Who thinks I’ve got no legs? (Leave the box with containers for picking).

Look for the bee man and ask if Fatty is still around. Drop off the blackberries at the campfire. Ask the fire crew if fatty is still around. Go to Betty boars in the corner.

GM: Oh, that’s ghastly. Look at what they have done to Betty boar. They’ve turned her into stone. What a drab! Normally it would be the other way round. Anyone who looked her in the eye became petrified. Oh, she was a fearsome beast. It looks like she got lazy in her age and took up smoking. What do you reckon we should do with her?

BB: Hang on, before you decide my fate. I can live on in spirit also.

GM: What charm.

BB: Admittedly, I don’t go round doing the same things but I am still a voice in the woods.

GM: Oh, I don’t doubt that fatty.

BB: Oy, who are you calling fatty!

GM: Whoops, I meant Betty.

BB: That’s Ms. Betty to you.

GM: Still haven’t found yourself a good husband. Ere, by the way. You haven’t seen my bird around, ‘ave you?

BB: Your bird! Don’t make me laugh. Who would go out with someone with a brain of wood?

GM: Excuse me. They are called chloroplasts. They are essential for converting sunlight into the stuff that makes me green. And anyway, I am a tree spirit, not a wooden spirit.

BB: Ooooh, there is some life in the old skin. I certainly remember the days when I used to sniff around for truffles, my favourite.

GM: Truffles! When was the last time you saw any truffles around here? Tell them what it was like fa-fa-fa-Be-Betty?

BB: You nearly said it. Well…what’s in it for me?

GM: I dunno. A loaf of bread. How about some nice pizza, topped with mushrooms.

BB: That’s not the same thing. You think pigs eat anything.

GM: But they do. What do you think children? What do pigs eat?

BB: This just isn’t good enough. Are you going to waste my time any further, or are you going to make me an offering?

(At this stage the children congregate, but I suggest making Betty a bit more prettier)

GM: How about if we clean the brambles from your feet?

BB: Nope, I eat them as well.

GM: How about some beechnuts?

BB: That was years ago my friend. There’s hardly a beech left around here.

GM: Is that how it used to be then?

BB: You give me something and I’ll tell the story.

GM: What d’ya reckon children? Shall we give her a good spanking? How about if we blocked up her nose?

BB: If you don’t give me an answer in the next few PUFFS (emphasise) of smoke I may just use you for firewood.

GM: I know, let’s make the ugly sow a bit more colourful. How about we paint her up?

BB: Oy, enough of the ugly bit. But that sounds a little better. But whatever you do I don’t want green! I’d hate to look like you.

GM: Oh, believe me, there is no chance of that!

BB: Then listen here children.

(I get my guitar out and begin on her cue)

BB: Are you settled?

Ten thousand years ago now

When the ice drifted from the lands and the seas

And the trees came slowly marching in

Til the earth became a wondrous, living green

I lived amongst the oak , the beech and lime

Rubbed shoulders with the holly, the hazel and the hawthorn

Met beavers on the rivers and the streams

The elk, the tarpan and the aurochs that roamed free and wild

But then came the people seven thousand years ago now

They felled the wild woods for fuel and timber

Whilst their fields were managed for cattle and crops

And the wild beasts, they slowly diminished, diminished

‘Til two and a half thousand years ago now

When the woods were but a patchwork of land

For the humans to purchase and divide as their own

And our homes in the wild became smaller, smaller

I run, run, run, run, run, run, run, run, run, from the hunter’s gun

I run, run, run, run, run, run, run, run, run, from the hunter’s gun

I hide, hide, hide, hide, hide, hide, hide, hide, hide from the changing tide

I run, run, run, run, run, run, run, run, run, from the hunter’s gun

I squeal, squeal, squeal, squeal, squeal, squeal, squeal, squeal, squeal for my father’s sons

I squeal, squeal, squeal, squeal, squeal, squeal, squeal, squeal, squeal for my father’s sons

I grunt, grunt, grunt, grunt, grunt, grunt, grunt, grunt, grunt, for my long-lost aunt

I squeal, squeal, squeal, squeal, squeal, squeal, squeal, squeal, squeal for my father’s sons

But me in these woods am free

Free spirit to live and breathe

I live the life of a sunny glade

To provide for the children in the shade

