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The Eel Catcher’s Daughter
Adapted by Chip Colquhoun from the East Anglian folk tale

for his book Who Made England?: The Saxon/Viking Race to Create a Country
Illustration by Dave Hingley

In the year 1017, after a whole 
year of fighting between the 
Vikings and the English, a Viking 
called Knut became king of all the 
English countries: Northumbria, 
Mercia, East Anglia, Essex, and 
Wessex.

Of course, King Knut knew the 
English didn’t like him much. After 
all, Viking soldiers had killed many 
English soldiers. 

But Knut really wanted to 
know how to be a good king for 
the English. To learn, he disguised 
himself as an English farmer so he 
could get close to ordinary English 
people.

One day, Knut was in his 
disguise, trudging through the 
marshes near a river in East Anglia, 
when it began to get dark. He knew 
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polishing a spear with a fork at the 
end. The boy gave Knut a wary look, 
then went back to his polishing.

The man showed Knut inside. 
“My name’s Legres, and this here’s 
my son, Ethelred. I’m just cooking 
some eels for our dinner. You can 
eat with us if you like.”

As Legres stirred a pot full 
of eels, Knut sat next to Ethelred. 
“Hello.”

Ethelred didn’t answer.
Knut didn’t get angry; he 

knew children were shy sometimes. 
He noticed the spear that Ethelred 
was polishing, which had several 
extra pointy bits on the end.

“What’s that?” Knut asked.
Ethelred didn’t answer.
“Hmm,” Knut said. “Is it... a 

comb for hairy toes?”
This time, Ethelred laughed; 

then he said, “No, silly. It’s an eel 
spear.”

“Ah,” Knut said. “Your dad’s 
an eel catcher?”

Ethelred nodded proudly. “I’ll 

it was dangerous to travel through 
marshes at night: you could 
accidentally slip, fall, and drown!

Fortunately, Knut spotted 
a hut on his side of the river. He 
strode up to it and knocked on the 
door.

The door opened, and a big 
Englishman with a thick beard 
looked out with a frown. “What do 
you want?”

Knut bowed. “Kind sir. My 
name is Edmund, a farmer. I started 
my journey home late. I’m worried 
about walking in the marshes at 
night. Please can I stay with you 
until morning?”

The man raised an eyebrow; 
but he said, “I suppose you can stay 
for one night. You can eat dinner 
with us too, if you like.”

Knut was glad, and made 
a note in his mind to send a big 
thank you gift to this home when 
he returned to his palace in Wessex.

Inside the house, a boy 
wearing a cap sat at a table, 
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Whoever she was, she sang 
beautifully! Knut wanted to thank 
her for giving him such a lovely 
start to his day.

Knut crept carefully towards 
the river. He didn’t want to surprise 
the girl when he found her, in 
case she slipped and fell into the 
marshes.

However, it was Knut who 
got the surprise. The singer was... 
Ethelred!

Ethelred stood in the river, 
using the fork-spear to catch eels. 
But that voice was definitely a girl’s 
voice. Knut also saw some long 
hair tumbling out of Ethelred’s cap.

Why had Legres disguised his 
daughter as a son? Knut decided 
to find out. He stepped forward 
and coughed.

Ethelred spun round and 
gasped.

“Shhh...” Knut said. “I’m not 
going to hurt you, I promise. I see 
you have a secret. Well, I have a 
secret too...”

be an eel catcher too, when I grow 
up.”

Knut was happy to see the boy 
cheer up. “Is your mum around?”

The boy’s smile disappeared, 
and he looked down.

Legres interrupted. “His 
mum’s gone. End of story.”

And that nearly was the end 
of the story. Knut enjoyed the 
eel stew, but Legres and Ethelred 
didn’t talk much. After dinner, 
everyone laid on a rug and went to 
sleep. In the morning, Knut awoke 
up to find that Ethelred was out, 
and Legres was still asleep.

Knut stepped outside for 
some fresh air—and suddenly 
heard the sound of a girl singing 
near the river…

We sailed across the sea
Under rain and over foam
Well come, hear the story
How the English found

their home
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Knut pulled his crown from 
his sack, and placed it on his head. 
The girl gave another gasp—but 
she wasn’t afraid this time; she was 
amazed.

Knut explained why he was 
pretending to be a farmer. Then the 
girl sat with Knut on the riverbank. 
She started by telling Knut her real 
name: Ethel!

“You see, Your Majesty, some 
monks living nearby like to steal 
women and make them slaves. 
They stole Mum, so Dad disguised 
me as a boy to stop them taking 
me as well!”

Knut was amazed. Monks 
were doing this? Monks were 
supposed to be Christians! Knut 
hadn’t been a Christian for long, 
but he already knew that Christians 
weren’t supposed to steal women 
and make them slaves!

So Knut said, “Ethel, I think 
we need to teach those monks a 
lesson. But first, let’s speak with 
your father...”

At first, Legres was angry when 
he saw that Ethel had taken off her 
cap to show off her long hair. But 
when he saw the shining crown on 
Knut’s head, Legres bowed.

Now Knut understood 
why Legres and Ethel had been 
suspicious and sad when he 
arrived—Legres had lost his wife, 
and Ethel had lost her mum! But 
Knut had a plan.

He said, “Legres—are your 
wife’s clothes still here?”

Legres nodded.
“Good,” Knut said. “Now, take 

this letter to my soldiers in Ely—the 
wax seal will prove that I sent you. 
Go now, and we’ll see you again 
soon.”

Once Legres left, Knut turned 
to Ethel. “You and I will visit the 
abbey where those monks live. But 
first, I need to change my clothes...”

A little while later, Ethel took 
Knut to the monastery, all the way 
trying hard not to giggle. Why? 
Well, not because Knut wore her 
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Suddenly, the thick wooden 
doors of the monastery swung 
open. Some monks rushed out, 
caught Ethel and Knut, and led 
them into the monastery…

 Inside the monastery, 
unhappy women were sweeping 
corridors, cleaning windows, 
carrying water, and doing all sorts 
of other jobs—all while dragging 
heavy chains attached to their legs. 
But the monks sat around chuckling 
and burping, and jeered at Knut 
and Ethel as they were brought in.

Sitting in a grand chair was the 
Abbott, the leader of the monks. 
He poked his tongue out at Knut. 
“What an ugly old woman! I know 
what your job will be. You can dust 
the bell tower. No-one will care if 
the dust covers your face!”

Then the Abbott looked at 
Ethel. “Hmm. What job could this 
little scallywag do?”

One monk suggested, “This 
girl was singing beautifully, Abbott. 

mother’s dress. It wasn’t because 
he wore a wig either, held on with a 
comb. No: it was because he hadn’t 
had time to shave! So he looked a 
very strange woman indeed...

When they got close to the 
monastery, Knut winked at Ethel. 
“They must find us quickly, or my 
plan won’t work. So you have an 
important job now: sing as loud as 
you can!”

Ethel blushed at first—she 
didn’t think she was very good. But 
soon, with Knut’s encouragement, 
she began a first verse—and 
soon she was singing as loudly, 
confidently, and as beautifully as 
she had been by the river.

We found a land of green
All around it we did roam
Well come, hear the story
How the English found

their home
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But the Abbott just sneered. 
“You’re all alone, king. What can 
you possibly do here?”

Just then, the doors burst 
open—and in came a hundred 
Viking soldiers on horses! They had 
seen the light from Knut’s crown 
shining through the monastery’s 
windows; that was their signal to 
come to the rescue.

Knut’s soldiers began tying up 
the monks with rope. The Abbott 
tried to run, but some of the slave 
women rushed to get in his way—
so the Vikings caught him easily.

Seeing Legres on one of 
the horses, Ethel ran over to him 
saying, “Daddy!”

As they hugged, one of the 
slave women came up and tapped 
Ethel on her shoulder.

Ethel turned round, and 
gasped. “Mummy!”

One Viking dragged the 
Abbott to Knut. “What should we do 
with these monks, your majesty?”

Knut mused. “Well, I’ve heard 

Maybe we could put her in a cage, 
and make her sing for us like a 
bird!”

The Abbott laughed. “What a 
good idea!”

Knut put on a really high 
voice. “You’ll never get away with 
this! What if King Knut finds out?”

The Abbott laughed louder. 
“King Knut?! He will never know 
about us. People are too scared to 
say anything; and even if they did—
King Knut is a Christian. Everyone 
knows monks are Christians. Why 
would the king believe anyone 
trying to tell him monks are 
behaving badly?”

Now it was Knut’s turn to grin. 
“Because... he’s here!”

Moving swiftly, Knut pulled 
out the comb from his hair. The wig 
fell away... to reveal his crown! It 
caught the light of the sun, shining 
brightly all the way back out the 
windows of the monastery.

The monks gasped. Some fell 
to their knees and begged Knut for 
forgiveness.
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Now a good king bids us stand
Side by side and hand in hand
Welcome everybody
Make yourselves at home

 in Englaland!

a few interesting ideas—but let me 
ask one of my royal advisers...” He 
called to Ethel. “Young lady—what 
do you think we should do with 
these monks?”

Ethel thought for a moment, 
then said: “These monks liked 
making women into slaves, so I 
think you should make them into 
slaves. They should be forced to 
build a whole village for us to live 
in!”

And do you know? That’s 
exactly what Knut did. The monks 
were forced to build a village—
and you can still visit that village 
today: its name is Littleport, 
Cambridgeshire.

And from that day on, Ethel 
had a new verse to add to her 
song…

To listen along with this story, 
download the

Epic Storytime Podcast
using your favourite podcast app

or by visiting www.epictales.co.uk


