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Introduction

One evening in the spring of 2005, my friend Roger Deakin telephoned to relate a mystery and propose an adventure. Into his postbox the previous day had dropped an envelope containing a handwritten letter, a marked-up section of the 1:25000 Ordnance Survey map for south Dorset, and a photocopy of several pages from Geoffrey Household’s classic 1939 thriller, Rogue Male. The letter explained that the map showed the likely location of a deep lane in which Household’s nameless hero – pursued across Europe by Nazi assassins – eventually goes to ground, and where the novel reaches its extraordinary climax.

The photocopied pages included Household’s detailed description of that lane. It was a ‘deep sandstone cutting’ that ran over ‘the ridge of a half-moon of low, rabbit-cropped hills, the horns of which rested upon the sea, enclosing between them a small, lush valley.’ The cutting was ‘a cart’s width across’ at its bottom, and above its high banks rose hedges from which ‘young oaks leap[ed] up’. Its floor was choked with ‘dead wood’ and jungled by ‘nettles . . . as high as a man’s shoulder’, and its entrances and exits were barred by ‘sentinel thorns’. ‘Nobody but an adventurous child would want to explore it’, noted Household.

Roger was sixty, but his nature was that of ‘an adventurous child’, and he was excited. For him – as for me, as for so many post-war English schoolboys – Rogue Male had been a formative book, that had buried itself in his imagination at an early age. The idea of exploring the landscape in which it took place was irresistible to him. He suggested that we travel to Dorset and locate the holloway hideout. We would sleep in the open at night, and try to keep to cover as we moved, in gentle emulation of our fugitive hero (though unpursued by Nazi assassins).

So it was that a few months later we drove down to Dorset together, and set off on foot, on a hot July morning, from near the little village of North Chideock. We had map, novel and letter in hand, our rucksacks were packed with billhooks, billycans and sleeping bags, the sea was hazing blue to our south and the half-moon ridge of hills was sloping green to our north. It felt like a fine and boyish escapade – a happy regression. We should, of course, have guessed that it would not be as simple a matter as we thought to track down our hero’s bolt-hole. We should have known that this cult book about concealment, escape and evasion would not give up its secrets so easily.

Geoffrey Household was as old as his century. Born in 1900, he was too young to fight in the First World War, though the shadow of that conflict fell upon his later life and writing. He was schooled in Dorset and Bristol, graduated in 1922 with a first-class English degree from Oxford, and spent most of the rest of the ’20s working in Romania, France and Spain – first as a low-grade banker and then as a banana salesman. But what he wanted to be was an author, and to this end he resigned from the banana company in 1929 and moved to Hollywood and then New York, scraping by as a short-storyist for magazines and a screenwriter for the Columbia Broadcast System. By 1933 he was back in England, poor and unemployed, spending days walking the Wiltshire and Dorset countryside while working out his next move. It came in the form of another sales job, this time for an ink manufacturer, which required of him the itinerant existence that he relished: trips through the Scandinavian and Baltic countries, Mediterranean Europe and South America. As he travelled he wrote, and literary success ensued at last in the form of a novel commissioned by The Atlantic Monthly, which was published as The Third Hour in 1938.

In December of the same year, Household began work on Rogue Male. He wrote it fast, in a matter of months. It was serialized in the summer of 1939 and then published in book form shortly afterwards, just as Europe tilted into war. The novel is, unmistakably, his masterpiece. It re-defined the genre of which it was part. It became an instant bestseller. It was quickly issued in a Services and Forces special edition by Chatto & Windus, as buck-up reading for British troops in the early months of conflict. It was filmed – poorly – by Fritz Lang as Man Hunt, which premiered in America in 1941 and was acclaimed by interventionists as another prompt to join the European war. Ian Fleming’s James Bond series, David Morrell’s First Blood (in which the character of Rambo first appears) and Frederick Forsyth’s Day of the Jackal all bear the clear marks of its influence. It has been several times adapted for television and radio, and the dark-green cover of its 1950s Penguin edition, re-printed onto t-shirts and coffee mugs, has become a lifestyle accessory and post-ironic man-gift. I am still awaiting sight of the camp parody – Rouge Male – that has surely, somewhere, been written.

So renowned is the novel, in fact, that during Household’s lifetime it proved hard for him to evade its presence, either in terms of the critical reception his numerous later books would receive, or in terms of his own literary imagination. The plots and themes of the later novels often repeat with variation those of Rogue Male: fugitive heroes, subterranean hideaways, and a chthonic relationship with the life-giving  land. In a curiously reflexive manner, Household found himself unable to escape the symbolic space he had carved out in his best book.

Household more than once described himself as ‘a sort of bastard by Stevenson out of Conrad’, and at first glance the literary genealogy for Rogue Male appears clear enough. Robert Louis Stevenson’s Kidnapped (1886) – in which Alan Breck and Davey Balfour are chased across the Scottish Highlands by English redcoats in the 1750s – began the ‘hunted-man’ genre. John Buchan’s The Thirty-Nine Steps (1915) – in which Richard Hannay is chased across the Scottish Lowlands by German agents – updated it for an age of geo-politics and aerial warfare. And Graham Greene’s A Gun For Sale (1936) – in which a hired killer called Raven is chased from Central Europe to the British Midlands – extended its geographies and reversed the logic of pursuit, such that the assassin became the quarry. From these writers, unmistakably, Household learned the skill of pacing and the propulsive narrative power of the hunt.

From Joseph Conrad, I think, Household learned how to pattern a novel intricately without slowing down its story, and he also learned restraint: in particular, the technique of omitting explicit description of key events. In Conrad’s Lord Jim, only the awful consequences of the Patna’s impact with a floating spar are told – never the impact itself. In Rogue Male vital incidents go similarly un-detailed: the torture scene, the death in the Aldwych tunnel, the narrator’s first visit to the holloway with his fiancée. Only the outcomes (wounds and scars, guilt, repressed trauma) of these episodes are alluded to; they are experienced chiefly as their aftermaths. It is no coincidence that the narrator’s eye is brutally damaged early on, leaving dancing patches of shadow where light should be; or that the novel should, over its course, draw tighter and tighter, down to a cave in the side of a lane whose shadowy interior seems ‘fifty feet of solid blackness’. For so much of Rogue Male concerns things – actions, perceptions, memories – that occur out of sight or in darkness. Camouflage and cover are the novel’s preoccupations; enigma, disguise and indirection its styles of telling. Even the narrator remains nameless throughout, only an ‘I’ – as artful at concealing his identity and character from his readers as from his pursuers. Artful too (it turns out) at concealing himself from himself.

I first read Rogue Male twenty years ago, fast and unreflectively, pulled onwards by the need to know what happened next. It was only later, and on several re-readings, that the complexities of its patterns began to reveal themselves to me. For this is a novel of elaborate and profound design. There are paired concepts – ‘cover’ and ‘open’, ‘surface’ and depth’ – that repeat and weave. There are images and figures – notably the sunken track, the tunnel, the cave or den, and skins and skinning – that recur dozens of times in different forms. There are tiny details of incident or comment that anticipate or recall earlier versions of themselves. And there is the sustained analogy between land and mind, whereby the narrator’s access to his buried emotions is enabled only by means of a literal digging down into the Jurassic bedrock of southern Dorset.

‘It’s curious how much cover there is on the chalk downs’, Household notes casually at one point, ‘prehistoric pits and trenches, tree-grown tumps, gorse and the upper edge of coverts, lonely barns and thickets of thorn.’ His novel, likewise, appears to possess an uncomplicated surface – but is in fact riddled with hidden features. It is far more than just a thriller, and more too than a parable of moral pragmatism, individual self-reliance and an English brand of survivalism. It is a novel, in fact, that requires of its readers a hunter’s instinct. To discover its deep strangeness, you need cautiously to cut for sign, to track marks in its landscape, and to watch for disturbances to the expected.

If you’ve never read Rogue Male, stop right now and do so. There are serious spoilers ahead – and besides, who would want to be reading this introduction when you could be reading the novel for the first time?

Back? Good. It probably only took you a few hours. You’ll now know the tumult of its opening few pages. So much happens, fast and disorientingly. Slowly, we piece together a plot. Our anonymous narrator, armed with a ‘Bond Street rifle’, illicitly enters a European country (that resembles Germany) and over several days stalks a dictator (who resembles Hitler) to his country residence. Using skills honed as a big-game hunter, he gets within sniping distance of his quarry. There is an opportunity to fire, but at the vital moment he is over-powered by a sentry. He is detained, interrogated, tortured, and put over a cliff in the hope that his murder will be taken as an accident when his corpse is found. But he falls into a marsh whose softness saves his life. He crawls from the marsh, desperately wounded, takes refuge in a larch tree by a river, evades the first search sweep, and then begins – painfully and it seems hopelessly – to make his way downstream towards the coast. His torturers come after him: the hunter is now the hunted.

The narrator’s suffering in these first pages is appalling, but he recounts it with an eerie calmness. Understatement is his specialism: a mode of speech that combines self-protection, self-delusion and modesty. ‘I had been knocked about very considerably’, he observes. Indeed: during the interrogation he has had his fingers crushed, his fingernails pulled out (‘Shirt buttons were quite impossible’), and his left eye has been smashed at with a tool of some kind, then burnt. His subsequent fall from the cliff has also ripped large areas of skin and flesh from ‘the back of my thighs and rump’. ‘I had parted,’ as he sanguinely puts it, ‘obviously and irrevocably, with a lot of my living matter’.

This fleshly maceration, this gouging out and stripping away of human ‘matter’, is the symbolic preparation for the conversion he will undergo in the novel’s course. Before he can rebuild himself, he must be transformed. It is tempting to follow the lead of the title, and suggest that he changes into a hunted animal, wounded and dangerous – a rogue male. Certainly, he does identify himself in creaturely terms: he is ‘a wounded crocodile, all slime and blood’, a ‘damned snake’, a ‘resting mammal’. But the conversion is more plural than this, for as well as becoming part-animal he also becomes part-earth, part-rock and part-tree – a hybrid version of the landscape itself. The marsh that saves his life in the cliff-fall coats him as healing poultice and a second skin. He at first imagines its ‘blood-tasting mud’ to be an ‘extension of his body’, part of the ‘pulped substance’ of his flesh. He is ‘a creature of mud, bandaged and hidden in mud’; if he moves too fast, patches of his new mud-skin fall off and he bleeds from the gap. Once he has emerged from the marsh, he climbs into a ‘prolific’ larch tree whose boughs support him and whose needles conceal him. Wedged there, briefly safe, he feels as if he is ‘growing to’ the tree. When he at last descends, he picks up two branches as crutches and shuffles forward on them: he has become larch-limbed.

So begins the escape of this mud-tree-beast-man from the country of his sort-of crime. That escape is excruciating, patient, audacious and unlikely. He is helped along the river by a local man who lends him a pair of ‘loose leather gloves’ to hide the damage to his fingers (another of the skins he sheds and gains). The river leads him to the sea, and at the sea he wins the trust of fine Mr Vaner, the lusty first mate on an English merchant vessel. Vaner allows him to stow away in an empty water tank (the second of his several dens), which after the days of pursuit is comforting in the cover it offers: ‘I had gone to ground after the hunt, and the cold iron of the closed tank was more protective than the softest grass in the open.’ Once back on English soil, however, he realizes to his dismay that the hunt is not over. He is still prey, and has to continue his flight from danger and his search for refuge. ‘I must bury myself ’, he decides, ‘until the search for me had slackened’. After a fight with an enemy in the Underground (a different kind of sunken track), he decides to flee to Dorset: ‘a remote county’, as he unexpectedly describes it – a landscape of ‘green depths’.

It is into Dorset – deep England – that the novel then descends for its brilliant second half. He crosses the county by means of its old ways – ‘narrow tracks’, footpaths of long usage, ‘a remnant of old Roman road’ – covering his traces as he goes, and laying false trails in the hope of throwing off the sinister Major Quive-Smith, his chief pursuer. At last he locates the holloway to which he realizes he has been unconsciously heading since leaving London. Concealed in its shadowy and thorn-barred depths, he digs out a small cave in the lane’s side, its ‘roof and walls of earth and its floor of sandstone’. This is his den, his fox’s ‘earth’, his hare’s ‘form’, his ‘safe pit of blackness’. His only companion is a local tomcat, who he nicknames Asmodeus. It is out of this womb-tomb that he will eventually be reborn.

On the hot morning that Roger and I set off in pursuit of Rogue Male, the path we followed up into the ‘half-moon of hills’ was clearly the beginnings of an ancient sunken lane, cut down ten feet or more into the orange sandstone of the area. We were excited – had we discovered the holloway already? Soon the lane deepened, and thickened with shoulder-high nettles. Blackthorn and hawthorn grew out into it, blocking easy passage; there were big coiled strongholds of bramble; and above our heads the trees that hedged the lane – oak, holly, ash, sycamore – meshed with one another to form an interlocking canopy, turning lane into tunnel. Surely this was the place? We pushed our way onwards, whacking at the nettles with sticks and slashing back the thorns where necessary with the billhooks. I cut my hand on a briar, and bled proudly onto the map.

Near the summit of the western horn of hills, the path became so overgrown that we had to leave it. We scrambled up its steep eastern sandstone side, and into the bright air of the flower meadow that bordered it. A few hundred yards further along, in a gap in the hedge by a towering ash tree, we found a way back down and abseiled into the holloway’s depth, using ivy as our rappel-rope. We kept walking up, and occasionally came to little clearings where light fell and grass grew. Any noise we made thudded into the banks, and was lost. A person might hide out undetected in such a place for weeks or months, I thought.

Here and there we stopped to consult the novel, trying to map Household’s descriptions onto the actual landscape. It took us a couple of hours to realise what we should have anticipated from the start: that Household had laid a false trail. Certain details corresponded perfectly. The ‘ridge of a half-moon of low rabbit-cropped hills’, with its ‘outer or northern slopes’ looking down upon the Marshwood Vale, was unmistakably the ridge that curled around Chideock and North Chideock. And the holloway we had found so quickly was bordered by ‘an acre of pasture’, its hedges were ‘grown together across the top’, and it was marked here and there by dead oaks, each of which was ‘a paradise of wood-pigeons’.

In other respects, however, the book frustratingly refused to match the real world. Household’s holloway ran northwards and ‘downhill into the Marshwood Vale’, but ours ran uphill on the south slope of the ridge. Our holloway was stone-sided and high-hedged on one side only; on the other, it fell away through a screen of holly to silage fields. There were two farms visible from our holloway, but their positions did not coincide with the positions of the farms of ‘Pat’ and ‘Patachon’ in the novel. We spent the rest of the day trying to locate our hero’s refuge – and failed. Nothing would quite fit. Discrepancies persisted. Only late on did we realise that this was wholly in keeping with the novel. Household had smartly disguised his book’s geographical secret, even as he appeared to give it away. We had been thrown off the scent – and that was itself a kind of teaching. He had even warned us plainly in advance, though we had failed to heed him: ‘It is not marked on the map’, he had written of the holloway.

Our exploration helped us to make sense of Rogue Male in other ways. Again and again, we encountered versions in the actual landscape of the novel’s tropes of concealment, pursuit and excavation. Countless creatures had burrowed into the soft sandstone to make their dens – mason bees, rabbits, badgers. Buzzards turned and wheeled above us like spotter-planes. A woman dressed in red appeared on the curve of a hill, looked down upon us, then disappeared as if carrying the news of our presence to another. Once, a roe deer picked its way nervously into the middle of a field, until something unseen startled it and it escaped in urgent, arched bounds. And down in the valley we found a tiny Catholic  chapel, dedicated to the memory of the ‘Chideock Martyrs’ – recusants who had illegally worshipped their faith in the hedges and copses of the area in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, at risk to their lives. These men and women had been tracked and chased through the countryside by the enforcers of Protestantism. Eight were caught: seven were put gruesomely to death, and one had died in prison.

At the end of the day, as dusk was settling, Roger and I returned to our original holloway hide-out, dropping down by the old ash tree into the darkness. We cleared nettles and briars, moved loose trunks to make seats, and then Roger built a fire – a tiny pyramid of small sticks with a hot centre of tinder, that produced an intense and almost smokeless fire. Sitting around the flames, we read out passages from Rogue Male and discussed the day’s discoveries. That night, we slept in bivvy-bags in the meadow, preferring the expanse of the pasture to the dark confines of the lane. I remember that it was a clear and star-filled sky, and that I thought of our hero’s cry as he lay trapped and helpless in his sandstone burrow: ‘By God, I want to die in the open!’

The section of the novel in which Major Quive-Smith interrogates the narrator in his den is magnificent and unexpected. For several days, the Major tries sophistically to coax a signed confession out of his prisoner. The episode might be understood as an early study of Stockholm Syndrome, as a Catholic confessional in which the den’s ventilation shaft serves as the grille, or as an extended psychoanalytical session. While the narrator despises Quive-Smith, he also respects him both as tracker and cross-examiner. And it is Quive-Smith’s questions that at last permit the narrator to discover and confront the ‘grief’ he experienced at the murder of his fiancée by German state security, and the ‘hatred’ that he felt for those who had killed her. In analytical terms, he is finally able to face up to the trauma of her death, and to understand his cathexis of grief into lethal intent. In Catholic terms he is able at last to confess the pre-crime of his intended murder. None of these revelations is, paradoxically, possible until he has been concealed in his subterranean penitentiary, and until Quive-Smith’s interrogation has ‘destroyed all possible self-deception’.

The narrator’s psychological interior is the novel’s last hidden terrain, and its access completes the book’s ongoing processes of digging and rupture (‘I had gone beyond worrying about the state of surfaces’, the narrator observes in the opening pages, after his body has been shockingly delved into by his torturers). In terms of character, we are now far from the gamesome resilience of Sapper’s Bulldog Drummond or Buchan’s Richard Hannay. Household’s hero is a hunted and haunted man, unsure of his allegiances and unsteadied by modernity (it is notable that the ‘bright aluminium’ of the home-engineered sidecar betrays his presence to his pursuers, while the traditional nickel of the whisky flask deflects a bullet and saves his life). ‘You are symbolic of the English’, Quive-Smith tells him, in one of the many clunky lines in the screenplay of Man Hunt. Perhaps – but if so then the ‘English’ of 1939 are a dark and complicated people, not the stiff-upper-lipped and smilingly shallow Anglo-Saxons of cultural cliché. ‘I distrust patriotism; the reasonable man can find little in these days that is worth dying for’, writes the narrator. ‘But dying against – there’s enough iniquity in Europe to carry the most urbane or decadent into battle’.

The novel’s brilliant climax involves his unlikely breakout from the den. Like some proto-Macgyver, the narrator realizes that the means of his liberation are the everyday objects lying around him in his prison – including the corpse of Asmodeus, who has been shot by the Major and then stuffed into the den to fester. It is Asmodeus who provides the final goad and inspiration. His body is ingeniously weaponised; cat is converted to catapult. The last of the novel’s many tunnels is drilled into the cranium of Quive-Smith by an iron spit, fired from an improvised ballista of feline rawhide, bricks and ash-wood. The last of the novel’s many skinnings occurs when the narrator assumes Quive-Smith’s identity, and escapes England using the Major’s documents as his own. And the last of the novel’s many burials comes when, safe at last in Morocco, he drops Quive-Smith’s passport into a hole in the ground in a sun-dried hill valley above Tangier. ‘My escape was over’, he reflects, ‘my purpose decided; my conscience limpid.’ He falls to sleep in the valley, his ‘face in the short grass by the water’s edge’, his ‘body drawing strength from that warm and ancient earth’, preparing himself to go to war.

Geoffrey Household’s own war was not wholly unlike that of his hero. Eighteen months after the publication of Rogue Male, he was appointed to Field Security, the department charged with military and civil security, and with espionage and counter-espionage: or, as he put it in his autobiography, with ‘the defence of the army against the enemy agent’. He led a unit in Greece as the country fell in spring 1941, he impersonated a German spy in the Levant, and he acted as negotiator between De Gaulle’s Free French and the Vichy government troops. While in Jerusalem, he met a Hungarian woman called Ilona Zsodos-Gutman, whom he subsequently married, and with whom he shared his post-war life. They lived together in southern England (Dorset, Devon, Buckinghamshire and Oxfordshire), and had three children. Household’s post-war career was a comfortable one, and though none of his other novels would ever enjoy quite such acclaim, he lived safe in the knowledge that in Rogue Male he had written a straight-up, stone-cold classic.

After Household’s death in October 1988, his son decided to scatter his ashes in the Rogue Male holloway. When he went looking for the lane, however, in the half-moon of high ground above the Marshwood Vale, he found it impossible to establish its precise location. In the end he chose a spot in the open air, near the top of a hill that overlooked the whole landscape.

– Robert Macfarlane
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‘The behaviour of a rogue may fairly be described as individual, separation from its fellows appearing to increase both cunning and ferocity. These solitary beasts, exasperated by chronic pain or widowerhood, are occasionally found among all the larger carnivores and graminivores, and are generally male, though, in the case of hippopotami, the wanton viciousness of old cows is not to be disregarded.’


      
      

      
      I cannot blame them. After all, one doesn’t need a telescopic sight to shoot boar and bear; so that when they came on me watching
         the terrace at a range of five hundred and fifty yards, it was natural enough that they should jump to conclusions. And they
         behaved, I think, with discretion. I am not an obvious anarchist or fanatic, and I don’t look as if I took any interest in
         politics; I might perhaps have sat for an agricultural constituency in the south of England, but that hardly counts as politics.
         I carried a British passport, and if I had been caught walking up to the House instead of watching it I should probably have
         been asked to lunch. It was a difficult problem for angry men to solve in an afternoon.
      

      
      They must have wondered whether I had been employed on, as it were, an official mission; but I think they turned that suspicion
         down. No government – least of all ours – encourages assassination. Or was I a free-lance? That must have seemed very unlikely;
         anyone can see that I am not the type of avenging angel. Was I, then, innocent of any criminal intent, and exactly what I
         claimed to be – a sportsman who couldn’t resist the temptation to stalk the impossible?
      

      
      After two or three hours of their questions I could see I had them shaken. They didn’t believe me, though they were beginning
         to understand that a bored and wealthy Englishman who had hunted all commoner game might well find a perverse pleasure in
         hunting the biggest game on earth. But even if my explanation were true and the hunt were purely formal, it made no difference.
         I couldn’t be allowed to live.
      

      
      By that time I had, of course, been knocked about very considerably. My nails are growing back but my left eye is still pretty
         useless. I wasn’t a case you could turn loose with apologies. They would probably have given me a picturesque funeral, with
         huntsmen firing volleys and sounding horns, with all the big-wigs present in fancy dress, and put up a stone obelisk to the
         memory of a brother sportsman. They do those things well.
      

      
      As it was, they bungled the job. They took me to the edge of a cliff and put me over, all but my hands. That was cunning.
         Scrabbling at the rough rock would have accounted – near enough – for the state of my fingers when I was found. I did hang
         on, of course; for how long I don’t know. I cannot see why I wasn’t glad to die, seeing that I hadn’t a hope of living and
         the quicker the end the less the suffering. But I was not glad. One always hopes – if a clinging to life can be called hope.
         I am not too civilized to be influenced by that force which makes a rabbit run when a stoat is after him. The rabbit doesn’t
         hope for anything, I take it. His mind has no conception of the future. But he runs. And so I hung on till I dropped.
      

      
      I was doubtful whether I had died or not. I have always believed that consciousness remains after physical death (though I
         have no opinion on how long it lasts), so I thought I was probably dead. I had been such a hell of a time falling; it didn’t
         seem reasonable that I could be alive. And there had been a terrifying instant of pain. I felt as if the back of my thighs
         and rump had been shorn off, pulled off, scraped off – off, however done. I had parted, obviously and irrevocably, with a
         lot of my living matter.
      

      
      My second thought was a longing for death, for it was revolting to imagine myself still alive and of the consistency of mud.
         There was a pulped substance all around me, in the midst of which I carried on my absurd consciousness. I had supposed that this bog was me; it tasted of blood. Then it occurred
         to me that this soft extension of my body might really be bog; that anything into which I fell would taste of blood.
      

      
      I had crashed into a patch of marsh; small, but deep. Now, I think that I am alive – today, that is, for I still hesitate
         to describe myself as alive with any permanency – because I couldn’t see or feel how much damage had been dealt. It was dark,
         and I was quite numb. I hauled myself out by the tussocks of grass, a creature of mud, bandaged and hidden in mud. A slope
         of scree rose sharply from the marsh. I had evidently grazed it in my fall. I didn’t feel the pain any longer. I could persuade
         myself that I was no more seriously hurt than when they put me over the cliff; so I determined to move off before they came
         to find my body.
      

      
      I had, though I didn’t then know it, a good deal of time to play with; they hadn’t any intention of finding my body until
         it was stiff and there were independent witnesses with them. The unfortunate brother sportsman would be accidentally discovered
         with his corpse undisturbed, and the whole history of his fate perfectly plain on the nasty sloping rock from which he had
         slipped.
      

      
      The country at the foot of the cliff was open woodland. I remember nothing except that there were thin shadows and thick shadows.
         The image in my mind is so vague that they might have been coverts or clouds or waves of the sea. I walked about a mile, I
         suppose, and chose a thick darkness to faint in. I came to a sort of consciousness several times during the night, but let
         it slide away. I wasn’t returning to this difficult world till dawn.
      

      
      When it was light, I tried to stand on my feet, but of course I couldn’t. I made no second effort. Any movement of the muscles interfered with my nice cake of mud. Whenever a crust fell off I started to bleed. No, I certainly wasn’t interfering
         with the mud.
      

      
      I knew where there was water. I had never seen that stream, and my certainty of its direction may have been due to a subconscious
         memory of the map. But I knew where water was, and I made for it. I travelled on my belly, using my elbows for legs and leaving
         a track behind me like that of a wounded crocodile, all slime and blood. I wasn’t going into the stream – I wouldn’t have
         washed off that mud for anything in the world; for all I knew, my bowels were only held in by mud – but I was going to the
         edge.
      

      
      This was the reasoning of a hunted beast; or rather, it was not reasoning at all. I don’t know whether a sedentary townsman’s
         mind would have worked the same way. I think it would, if he had been badly enough hurt. You must be badly hurt to reach the
         stage of extinction where you stop thinking what you ought to do, and merely do it.
      

      
      I made the trail look as if I had taken to the stream. I crawled to the edge and drank, and turned myself round in a shallow,
         a safe two inches deep, where the signs of my wallowing would be washed out. They could track me to the cover where I had
         lain up for the night, and from there to the water. Where I had gone when I left the water they would have to guess.
      

      
      Myself I had no doubt where I was going, and the decision must be credited to my useful ancestors. A deer would trot upstream
         or downstream and leave the water at some point that the hunter’s nose or eyes could determine. A monkey would do nothing
         of the sort; he would confuse his tracks and vanish into a third dimension.
      

      
      When I had turned round in the shallows, I wriggled back again – back and back along the damned snake’s track I had made. It was easy to follow; indeed it looked as definite as a country lane, for my face was only six inches above the ground.
         Thinking about it now, I wonder that they didn’t notice, when they followed me to the stream, that some of the grass was bent
         the wrong way and that I must have gone back on my tracks. But who the devil would think of that? There aren’t any laws on
         what print a man leaves when he’s dragging his belly – and on such a monster of a trail there was no apparent need to look
         for details.
      

      
      The outward journey had taken me under a stand of larch, where the earth was soft and free of undergrowth. I had brushed past
         the trunk of one tree which I now meant to climb. The lowest branch was within two feet of the ground; above that were another
         and another, sweet-smelling sooty branches as close together as the rungs of a ladder. The muscles of my hands were intact;
         I had gone beyond worrying about the state of surfaces.
      

      
      Until I was well above the level of a man’s eyes, I did not dare rest boots on branch; they would have left caked prints that
         no one could miss, I went up the first ten feet in a single burst, knowing that the longer I held on to a branch the less
         strength remained to reach the next. That half-minute was just a compelling of one hand above the other: two pistons shooting
         alternately from heaven knows what cylinder of force. My friends have sometimes accused me of taking pride in the maceration
         of my flesh. They are right. But I did not know that I could persuade myself to such agony as that climb.
      

      
      The rest was easier, for now I could let my feet bear my weight and pause as long as I wished before each hoist.
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