This is a short play-reading based on a local legend in Lympstone, Devon.  The background is given in the text of the play.  The play has been read in a number of community settings.
The Adventures of a Most Busy and Mysterious Creature'

This material is based on ‘The Devil’s Footprints’, edited by G.A.J Household (Devon Books, 1985).  The text in Household’s book is largely derived directly from newspaper comment of the time – particularly the London Illustrated News.  Reports of the event were read and responses sent from abroad.  Some of the material is interpreted loosely but there are many direct quotations of the words used at the time.
Character list
Narrator - female
Villagers, including 
Fred; Ellen; Lucy; Betty (a flighty young woman) and a child; 

Thomas Fox – a gentlemanly local resident

Alex Forsyth – a gentlemanly local resident

Editor of Trewman’s Exeter Flying Post  - a newspaper
Reverend Musgrave, Rector of Lympstone
Amateur scientist

‘Your Dawlish Correspondent’ for Woolmers Exeter and Plymouth Gazette 

Professor Owen from London – a Professor of Zoology

Another expert

Ornithologist

Editor of London Illustrated News

The editor of the Brighton Guardian 

Rector of Clyst St George, the Reverend H Ellacombe 

Narrator:

On the night of 8th February, 1855 there was a strange combination of weather reported in  East Devon - snow and then frost and rain.  In the morning light there was something even more strange.  There was a trail of wandering footprints branded into the snow from Teignmouth to Exmouth and possibly even as far as Totnes and Bicton.  Two gentlemen, to my knowledge, followed the footprints for three and a half hours, - and one report suggested that there must be a hundred miles of prints.  
Thomas Fox – butting in 

Sir, Allow me – I saw it, I am Thomas Fox, a resident of Lympstone and I actually saw the footprints.  The creature – for surely it was some form of creature that created the mystery – seems to have have frollicked about through Exmouth, Littleham, Lympstone, Woodbury, Topsham, Starcross and Teignmouth.  He - if normal gender can be applied here, of course - appears to have gamboled with inexpressible activity in the village of Lympstone.  There was hardly a garden where his footsteps were not to be seen.  An astounding event this…The creature, by gad, had the power of ubiquity for he walked on rooftops, on the tops of narrow walls, through gardens that were enclosed by high walls.
(quiet amazement -) He then walked under shrubs of nine inches high and he walked up to doors but retreated without knocking.  In one place, he appears to have gone through a six inch drainpipe, and in another through a shed and out of the broken wall at the other end…..(takes breath)
I ask you, what do you think of that?
All villagers:
(Fearfully and in unison) The devil – it was Satan himself.  It was Satan
Narrator:

As I was saying…  it was a very cold year, colder than any of us remembered.  The estuary was iced across.  Indeed, it is said that a party was held at Exeter in the middle of the river - with a gas stove there on the ice….  Though no-one seems to have seen footprints on the ice – and they did appear both sides of the river…..
Editor of Trewman’s Exeter Flying Post 

I am the editor of Trewman’s Exeter Flying Post and I want to say what a ridiculous story this is!  It is an excitement worthy of the dark ages that has prevailed in these villages of East Devon.  What a load of tosh – these footprints!!!.  They say that the footprints are shaped like a hoof and the Devil is supposed to have a cloven foot which is why, of course, the impressions were said to be those of Satan.  

They say that sometimes there was only one row of prints – Ha!  So Old Harry must have disguised his sound foot to escape detection.  Clever eh!
We can’t pretend to give an explanation for this mysterious affair, but all can say is that if the Devil has taken it into his head to have a steeple chase in Devon, he has manifested very peculiar taste in choosing such an inclement season for his sport!
Narrator (slides around the Editor to take the stage again:
Well - the descriptions of the footprints vary - but they generally seem to have been like donkey shoes - between one and a half and two and a half inches, with an eight and a half inch gap between the steps.  Sometimes the prints appeared to be cloven, but mostly the middle bit of the foot did not touch the snow.  And in some places at least the footprints were in a direct line, one after another and it seemed that it must be from some kind of - errr - bipedal creature.  
Alex Forsythe
(Interrupting):----bipedal – it would have to have been a – errrr - hopping bipedal…  Excuse me, I did not introduce myself – I am Alex Forsythe and I live in Lympstone.
Narrator

(irritated at interruption) ……Mr D'Urberville, a man who has traveled extensively in Canada, says that he has never before seen more clearly defined track - and it persisted in an unusual manner during the thaw.  He said the marks were so clear, it was as if they were branded into the snow with a hot iron.  (pause – says slowly) It must have been the tread of a warm foot…..
All villagers, (some carrying sticks:  They look frightened.  These are snatches of comments, and brief interchanges then, all together they say:)
We daren’t go outside our doors for fear…We are frightened 
Fred 
(with a low serious voice)  Was it Satan himself, or was it his imps that ‘e send down -  What d’yer think?

Ellen 

Oh, it was Satan himself, – he went right up to Betty’s door and then went away again.  (suspiciously)I wonder what could have made him choose Betty of all people (he looks accusingly at one of the women)
Betty (mentioned above – young, flighty looking)
(She backs away from Ellen)  Ooooh Ellen, what do you mean? 
Lucy
‘e was up on my wall – walked right along the narrow ledge and down just outside George’s cottage.  (Righteously) He didn’t come near mine….  

All villagers
(Shaking voices that rises with emotion)  Why has he chosen all of us. Why us, Why us? What have we done?

Reverend Musgrave, Rector of Lympstone (speaking from the pulpit of Lympstone Parish Church which he carries on in front of him.  He addresses the village people with a quaking and very reverend voice):
My Children, my children, as Rector of your parish of Lympstone, I say fear not this thing that has come amongst us and in our villages.  You know that it is the custom of Our Lord to send trials and tribulations to the lowly peoples who dwell on earth in Devon.  
Well Our Lord looked down on you people this morning and he thought how bored you looked, how pale and white in the cold.  And so he dispatched Satan to come down to - stirrrrrr you all up a bit (change in voice). 
.     
(pause aside in a normal voice)

Personally, though, I think it was a -  kangaroo.

All villagers

(In unison) Ohhhhhh, ahhhh ….

Fred (after a pause)
Well that’s all right then….(pause)  .isn’t it…..?
Ellen 

(Pause and another speaks uncertainly) Yes, that’s all right………. 

Village child (goes up to his mother and father)
Mama – this creature – if it is a kangaroo, how did it get through six inch pipe?  How did it get through a pipe  - tell me tell me? (turns to another) Dad, tell me…tell me (and tails off)

Thomas Fox (steps forward).
(Disparagingly) The kangaroo theory about this strange matter is, indeed, a great relief.  It quells the evil-working of that gross and incredible superstition about Satan, which is raging like an endemic disease among the lowest class - in every direction’.  
Amateur scientist:

(Keenly) Well - no, Sir.  I am a scientist and I disagree with you, but in my usual public spirited manner, I offer this suggestion to these poor people of Devon – that the creature was, in fact, no less than a domestic cat.  The combined impression of a hind foot and a forefoot in the thawing snow…….
‘Your Dawlish Correspondent’ (steps forward in front of the scientist):

I am your Dawlish Correspondent.

A party of our Dawlish tradesmen got together this morning – brave and fearless they were - and they went out with bludgeons and guns.  They went to the grounds of Luscombe, down to Dawlishwater and then on to Oaklands – but they didn’t find anything – nothing at all – just the footprints…
(Less formally) Personally like - well I think it was a foreign bird – or a wolf or something that had escaped from a travelling menagerie…… 
Editor of Trewman’s Flying Post of Exeter
As Editor of Trewman’s Flying Post of Exeter, I address my readers.  (with taunting note)
A new theory about the East Devon footprints has come to our attention – the footprints are those of the ghost of Good King Wenceslas who has come to haunt the good farmers of Woodbury because they won’t sing to his saintship’s glory and honour in the church.  The new incumbent of Woodbury Parish Church is of a High Church persuasion and has introduced the new carols, including Good King Wenceslas – but the locals – well they call it sacrilegious nonsense and will have nothing to do with it.  They won’t sing it – so the Goodly King has come to haunt them….
All villagers
Ooooh – a ghost of St Wenceslas!  Oooooh
Professor Owen – a Zoologist from London
(in an authoritative manner) An esteemed zoological friend has submitted to me a carefully executed drawing of one of the more perfect impressions of these footprints – one that was left in the snow at Luscombe, South Devon on or about the 8th of last month.  It was of the hind-foot of a - badger…..

Another Expert
It was foreign birds - cranes.  I have it on authority that two were shot at Otterton last week..

Amateur Scientist
But I swear to it that there were claws – hence my theory of the domestic cat.  I have thought again. They were otters.  Yes, otters foraging for food
All villagers

(In unison) oooooh!
An Ornithologist

(Authoritatively) I am a well known ornithologist.  The footprints were, without doubt, the heel and toes of the Great Bustard….
Alex Forsyth

Well Sir, absolutely not, Sir.  They were large toads, attempting to get down to the river to spawn.  I found one in the middle of a footprint.
Thomas Fox 
(slowly and ponderously)  I say that they were none other than the footmarks of the poor despised and insignificant rat…
The editor of the Brighton Guardian 

(Triumphantly) We, at the Brighton Guardian, have the answer!  Biom Heriolfson, the Icelandic explorer, who visited the coasts of Labrador in AD 1001, describes the Uniped, a creature with one foot like a hoof that closely resembles the footprints found in Devon.  The creature had wings that radiated from the middle of its back like the feathers of a peacock’s tail and it ran at great speeds, touching the ground frequently….. 

In conclusion, your readers may rest assured that the dimension of the tail of the uniped is just one half of that of a great dodo! (said with a grin on is face as if he is having people on – we are left unsure whether it is tongue in cheek or a real suggestion)
Narrator 
(in an exhausted voice)  There let us let the matter rest now……
All villagers 

(They mumble between themselves about it being an animal and then say together) – Yes let it rest.  

Lucy
Probably an animal so we don’t really need to worry do we…not really the devil was it….
Ellen 
(with a light voice)  And anyway, it’s spring now…
Editor of London Illustrated News

I am the Editor of the London Illustrated News and we have yet another letter about this footprint matter…I must just put in this letter in – most interesting.  It comes from Heidelberg.  It is on the authority of a Polish doctor.  I’ll read it. (Puts on his glasses and reads the letter)
‘Dear Sir, We experience similar phenomenon here, (he looks up) on the border of Gallicia in Russian Poland - every year.  There is a single line of prints around a hill – just like yours, sometimes made in the soft sand, sometimes in the snow.  
(Continues, but slower and with emphasis - ) It is undisputedly due to – (pauses)  errr – supernatural causes – (grunts).  
Rector of Clyst St George, the Reverend H Ellacombe (speaking slowly from his pulpit with priestly emphasis)
….and as your Rector of Clyst St George, I have news,-  I have news of the most significant find of all in this matter - which could be said to confirm the visit of Satan to our Devon villages, without any doubt (with emphasis).  
I have here a note from an anonymous gentleman who has found – (takes breath and then with emphasis) he has found the Devil’s droppings – four oblong lobes of a whitish colour – the size of large grapes.
(Loudly, reverendly, voice quaking)  I say unto you Children, what more evidence do you need of a visit from Satan than that?
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