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My
  

 childhood was a queer and not altogether happy one. Circumstances
conspired to make me shy and solitary. My father and mother died
before I was capable of remembering them. I was an only child,
entrusted to the care of an unmarried aunt who lived quietly in the
country. My aunt was no longer young when I began to live in her
comfortable, old-fashioned house with its large, untidy garden. She
had settled down to her local interests, seldom had anyone to stay
with her, and rarely left home. She was fond of her two Persian
cats, busied herself sensibly with her garden, and was charitably
interested in the old and rheumatic inhabitants of the village.
Beyond this, the radius of her activities extended no further than
the eight or ten miles which she could cover in a four-wheeled
dog-cart driven by Tom Dixon, the groom. The rest of the world was
what she described as ‘beyond calling distance.’


Dixon was a smart young man who
would have preferred a livelier situation. It was he who persuaded
my aunt to buy me my first pony. I was then nine years old.

My aunt had an unexplained
prejudice against sending me to school. So I remained at home until
I was twelve—inefficiently tutored by a retired elementary
schoolmaster, a gentle, semi-clerical old person who arrived every
morning, taught me a limited supply of Latin, and bowled lobs to me
on the lawn. His name (which I have not thought of for I don’t know
how many years) was Mr. Star.

Apart from my aunt’s efforts to
bring me up nicely, my early education was exclusively controlled
by Mr. Star and Dixon, who supplemented Mr. Star’s lobs with his
more intimidating overarm bowling, and never lost sight of his
intention to make a sportsman of me. For the vaguely apologetic old
tutor in his black tail-coat I felt a tolerant affection. But it
was Dixon who taught me to ride, and my admiration for him was
unqualified. And since he was what I afterwards learnt to call ‘a
perfect gentleman’s servant,’ he never allowed me to forget my
position as ‘a little gentleman’: he always knew exactly when to
become discreetly respectful. In fact, he ‘knew his place.’

I have said that my childhood was
not altogether a happy one. This must have been caused by the
absence of companions of my own age. My Aunt Evelyn—who was full of
common sense and liked people (children included) to be practical
in their habits and behaviour—used to complain to Mr. Star that I
was too fond of mooning aimlessly about by myself. On my eighth
birthday she gave me a butterfly-net and a fretwork saw, but these
suggestions were unfruitful. Now and again she took me to a
children’s party given by one of the local gentry: at such
functions I was awkward and uncomfortable, and something usually
happened which increased my sense of inferiority to the other
children, who were better at everything than I was and made no
attempt to assist me out of my shyness. I had no friends of my own
age. I was strictly forbidden to ‘associate’ with the village boys.
And even the sons of the neighbouring farmers were considered
‘unsuitable’—though I was too shy and nervous to speak to them.

I do not blame my aunt for this.
She was merely conforming to her social code which divided the
world into people whom one could ‘call on’ and people who were
‘socially impossible.’ She was mistaken, perhaps, in applying this
code to a small, solitary boy like myself. But the world was less
democratic in those days, and it must not be thought that I
received any active unkindness from Aunt Evelyn, who was
tender-hearted and easygoing.

As a consequence of my loneliness I
created in my childish day-dreams an ideal companion who became
much more of a reality than such unfriendly boys as I encountered
at Christmas parties. (I remember a party given by my aunt, in the
course of which one of my ‘little friends’ contrived to lock me in
a cupboard during a game of hide-and-seek. And, to tell the truth,
I was so glad to escape from the horrors of my own hospitality that
I kept as quiet as a mouse for the best part of an hour, crouching
on the floor of that camphor-smelling cupboard.) The ‘ideal
companion’ probably originated in my desire for an elder brother.
When I began these reminiscences I did not anticipate that I should
be describing such an apparently trivial episode—and I doubt
whether such a thing can be called an episode at all—but among a
multitude of blurred memories, my ‘dream friend’ has cropped up
with an odd effect of importance which makes me feel that he must
be worth a passing mention. The fact is that, as soon as I began to
picture in my mind the house and garden where I spent so much of my
early life, I caught sight of my small, long-vanished self with
this other non-existent boy standing beside him. And, though it
sounds silly enough, I felt queerly touched by the recollection of
that forgotten companionship. For some reason which I cannot
explain, the presence of that ‘other boy’ made my childhood
unexpectedly clear, and brought me close to a number of things
which, I should have thought, would have faded for ever. For
instance, I have only just remembered the tarnished mirror which
used to hang in the sunless passage which led to my schoolroom, and
how, when I secretly stared at my small, white face in this mirror,
I could hear the sparrows chirping in the ivy which grew thickly
outside the windows. Somehow the sight of my own reflection
increased my loneliness, till the voice of my aunt speaking to one
of the servants on the stairs made me start guiltily away. . .
.

And now, as I look up from my
writing, these memories also seem like reflections in a glass,
reflections which are becoming more and more easy to distinguish.
Sitting here, alone with my slowly moving thoughts, I rediscover
many little details, known only to myself, details otherwise dead
and forgotten with all who shared that time; and I am inclined to
loiter among them as long as possible.

II

Now that I come to think about it,
it seems to me to be quite on the cards, that, had my Aunt Evelyn
employed an unpretentious groom-gardener (who would really have
suited her original requirements far better than jaunty young
Dixon) I should never have earned the right to call myself a
fox-hunting man. Dixon’s predecessor was a stolid old coachman who
disliked riding. One of my earliest recollections is the advent of
Dixon, who lost no time in persuading my aunt to pension off her
pair of worn-out carriage horses, which he replaced by two
comparatively juvenile animals ‘warranted quiet to ride or drive.’
Dixon dearly loved to do a deal, and my aunt was amenable to his
influence. She even went so far as to sanction the purchase of a
side-saddle, and although a timid and incompetent horsewoman, she
came to the conclusion that riding was good for her health. Two or
three times a week, then, on fine days, shepherded by the dignified
and respectful groom, she was to be seen ambling along the lanes in
a badly cut brown habit. She never attended a meet of the hounds
however, for we lived in an unhunted part of the country, and the
nearest meet was more than eight miles away.

So far as I was concerned, for
several years ‘the hounds’ remained a remote and mysteriously
important rumour, continually talked about by Dixon, who never
ceased to regret the remoteness of their activities. Foxes were few
in our part of the country, and the farmers made no secret of
shooting them. In fact ours was a thoroughly unsporting
neighbourhood. There wasn’t so much as a pack of beagles in the
district. But Dixon was deeply imbued with sporting instincts. From
the age of fourteen he had worked in stables, and had even shared,
for a few months, the early rising rigours of a racing-stable. He
had been ‘odd man’ to a sporting farmer in the Vale of Aylesbury,
and had spent three years as under-groom to a hard-riding squire
who subscribed handsomely to Lord Dumborough’s Hounds. Dumborough
Park was twelve miles from where my aunt lived, and in those days
twelve miles meant a lot, from a social point of view. My aunt was
fully two miles beyond the radius of Lady Dumborough’s ‘round of
calls.’ Those two miles made all the difference, and the
aristocratic yellow-wheeled barouche never entered our unassuming
white gate. I never heard my aunt express any regret for her
topographical exclusion from the centre of county society. But for
Dixon it was one of the lesser tragedies of life; he would have
given anything to be able to drive ‘the mistress’ over to
Dumborough Park now and again, for the Kennels were there, and to
him the Kennels were the centre of the local universe. As it was,
he had to be content with a few garden-parties, where he could
hob-nob with a crowd of garrulous grooms, and perhaps get a few
words with that great man, Lord Dumborough’s head coachman.

Nevertheless, as the slow seasons
of my childhood succeeded one another, he rattled my aunt along the
roads in her four-wheeled dog-cart at an increasingly lively pace.
He must have been very adroit in his management of my gentle
relative and guardian, since he perpetually found some plausible
excuse for getting rid of one of the horses. Invariably, and by
gentle gradations toward his ideal ‘stamp of hunter,’ he replaced
each criticizable quadruped with one that looked more like
galloping and jumping. The scope of these manœuvrings was, of
course, restricted by my aunt’s refusal to pay more than a certain
price for a horse, but Dixon always had his eyes open for a
possible purchase from any sporting farmer or country gentleman
within riding distance; he also assiduously studied the
advertisements of the London horse-sales, and when he had finally
established his supremacy ‘the mistress’ unprotestingly gave him
permission to ‘go up to Tattersalls,’ whence he would return,
sedately triumphant, accompanied by the kindly countenance of what
he called ‘a perfect picture of an old-fashioned sort.’ (A ‘sort,’
as I afterwards learned, was a significant word in the vocabulary
of hunting-men.)

How vividly I remember Dixon’s
keen-featured face, as he proudly paraded his latest purchase on
the gravel in front of the house, or cantered it round the big
paddock at the back of the stables, while my aunt and I watched,
from a safe distance, the not infrequent symptoms of a
sprightliness not altogether to her taste.

“Yes, ’m,” he would say, in his
respectful voice, as he pulled up and leant forward to clap the
neck of the loudly snorting animal, “I think this mare’ll suit you
down to the ground.”

‘Fling you to the ground’ would, in
one or two cases, have been a more accurate prophecy, as Aunt
Evelyn may have secretly surmised while she nervously patted the
‘new carriage horse’ which was waltzing around its owner and her
small nephew! And there was, indeed, one regrettable occasion, when
a good-looking but suspiciously cheap newcomer (bought at
Tattersalls without a warrant) decided to do his best to demolish
the dog-cart; from this expedition my aunt returned somewhat
shaken, and without having left any of the cards which she had set
out to distribute on “old Mrs. Caploss, and those new people over
at Amblehurst Priory.” So far as I remember, though, the
unblenching Dixon soon managed to reassure her, and the ‘funny
tempered horse’ was astutely exchanged for something with better
manners.

“He looked a regular timber-topper,
all the same,” remarked Dixon, shaking his head with affectionate
regret for the departed transgressor. He had a warm heart for any
horse in the world, and, like every good groom, would sit up all
night with a hunter rather than risk leaving a thorn in one of its
legs after a day’s hunting.

So far as I know, Dixon never made
any attempt to get a better place. Probably he was shrewd enough to
realize that he was very well off where he was. And I am certain
that my aunt would have been much upset if he had given notice. The
great thing about Dixon was that he knew exactly where to draw the
line. Beyond the line, I have no doubt, lay his secret longing to
have an occasional day with the Dumborough Hounds on one of his
employer’s horses. Obviously there was no hope that ‘the mistress’
could ever be manipulated into a middle-aged enthusiasm for the
hazards of the chase. Failing that, his only possible passport into
the distant Dumborough Elysium existed in the mistress’s nephew. He
would make a sportsman of him, at any rate!

* * * * * * *

My first appearance in the
hunting-field was preceded by more than three years of unobtrusive
preparation. Strictly speaking, I suppose that my sporting career
started even earlier than that. Beginning then with the moment when
Dixon inwardly decided to increase my aunt’s establishment by the
acquisition of a confidential child’s pony, I pass to his first
recorded utterance on this, to me, important subject.

I must have been less than nine
years old at the time, but I distinctly remember how, one bright
spring morning when I was watching him assist my aunt into the
saddle at her front door, he bent down to adjust a strap, and
having done this to his final satisfaction made the following
remark: “We’ll soon have to be looking out for a pony for Master
George, ’m.”

His tone of voice was cheerful but
conclusive. My aunt, who had, as usual, got her reins in a tangle,
probably showed symptoms of demurring. She was at all times liable
to be fussy about everything I did or wanted to do. As a child I
was nervous and unenterprising, but in this case her opposition may
have prejudiced me in favour of the pony. Had she insisted on my
learning to ride I should most likely have felt scared and
resentful.

As it was, I was full of tremulous
elation when, one afternoon a few weeks later, Dixon appeared
proudly parading a very small black pony with a flowing mane and
tail. My aunt, realizing that it was about to become her property,
admired the pony very much and wondered whether it went well in
harness. But since it was already wearing a saddle, I soon found
myself on its back, my aunt’s agitated objections were rapidly
overruled, and my equestrianism became an established fact.
Grasping the pommel of the saddle with both hands, I was carried
down the drive as far as the gate; the pony’s movements were
cautious and demure: on the return journey Dixon asked me whether I
didn’t think him a little beauty, but I was speechless with
excitement and could only nod my assent. Even my aunt began to feel
quite proud of me when I relinquished my apprehensive hold on the
saddle and, for the first time in my life, gathered up the reins.
Dixon greeted this gesture with a glance of approval, at the same
time placing a supporting hand on my shoulder.

“Stick your knees in, sir,” he
said, adding, “I can see you’ll make a rider all right.”

He had never called me ‘sir’
before, and my heart warmed toward him as I straightened my back
and inwardly resolved to do him credit.

III

Although, in my mind’s eye, that
first pony is clearly visible to me, I am not going to delay my
already slow progress toward fox-hunting by describing him in
detail. It will be sufficient if I quote Dixon, who called him ‘a
perfect picture of a miniature hunter.’ His name was Rob Roy, and I
thought him the most wonderful pony in the world. Nimble and
lightly built, his courageous character never caused him to behave
with more than an attractive friskiness. My devotion to him was
therefore well justified. But as I sit here reconstructing my life
from those remote beginnings, which are so difficult to recover in
their authentic aliveness, I cannot help suspecting that I was, by
nature, only half a sportsman. Dixon did his best for me as he
patiently coaxed me toward my first fence (the idea of ‘jumping’
made me horribly nervous for fully twelve months after I became a
proud owner of horseflesh), but there must have been moments when
he had grave doubts about my future as a horseman.

When I began my rides on Rob Roy,
Dixon used to walk beside me. Our longest expedition led to a place
about three miles from home. Down in the Weald were some large
hop-farms, and the hop-kilns were interesting objects. It was
unusual to find more than two hop-kilns on a farm; but there was
one which had twenty, and its company of white cowls was clearly
visible from our house on the hill. As a special treat Dixon used
to take me down there. Sitting on Rob Roy at the side of the road I
would count them over and over again, and Dixon would agree that it
was a wonderful sight. I felt that almost anything might happen in
a world which could show me twenty hop-kilns neatly arranged in one
field.

It is no use pretending that I was
anything else than a dreaming and unpractical boy. Perhaps my
environment made me sensitive, but there was an ‘unmanly’ element
in my nature which betrayed me into many blunders and secret
humiliations. Somehow I could never acquire the knack of doing and
saying the right thing: and my troubles were multiplied by an
easily excited and emotional temperament. Was it this flaw in my
character which led me to console my sense of unhappiness and
failure by turning to that ideal companion whose existence I have
already disclosed? The fantasies of childhood cannot be analysed or
explained in the rational afterthoughts of experienced maturity. I
am not attempting to explain that invisible but unforgotten
playmate of mine. I can only say that he was a consolation which
grew to spontaneous existence in my thoughts, and remained with me
unfalteringly until gradually merged in the human presences which
superseded him. When I say that he was superseded I mean that he
faded out of my inward life when I went to school and came in crude
contact with other boys. Among them he was obliterated but not
replaced. In my memory I see him now as the only friend to whom I
could confess my failures without a sense of shame. And what absurd
little failures they were!

At this moment I can only recall a
single instance, which happened about eighteen months after the
arrival of Rob Roy. By that time I was going for rides of six or
seven miles with Dixon, and the ‘leading-rein’ was a thing of the
past. I was also having jumping lessons, over a small brush-fence
which he had put up in the paddock. One day, inflated with pride, I
petitioned, rather shyly, to be allowed to go for a ride by myself.
Without consulting my aunt Dixon gave his permission; he seemed
pleased, and entrusted me with the supreme responsibility of
saddling and bridling the pony without his help. I managed to do
this, in my bungling way, and I have no doubt that I felt extremely
important when I tit-tupped down to the village in that sleepy
afternoon sunshine of thirty years ago. Rob Roy probably shared my
feeling of independence as he shook his little black head and
whisked his long tail at the flies. I was far too big a man to look
back as we turned out of my aunt’s white gate into the dusty high
road; but I can imagine now the keen sensitive face of Dixon, and
his reticent air of amusement as he watched us go out into the
world by ourselves. My legs were then long enough to give me a
pleasant feeling of security and mastery over my mount.

“Here we are, Rob,” I remarked
aloud, “off for a jolly good day with the Dumborough.”

And, in spite of the fact that it
was a hot August afternoon, I allowed my imagination to carry me on
into fox-hunting adventures, during which I distinguished myself
supremely, and received the brush from the Master after a
tremendous gallop over hill and vale. I must mention that my
knowledge of the chase was derived from two sources: firstly, the
things I had heard in my conversation with Dixon; and secondly, a
vague but diligent perusal of the novels of Surtees, whose humorous
touches were almost entirely lost on me, since I accepted every
word he wrote as a literal and serious transcription from life.

Anyhow, I had returned home with
the brush and received the congratulations of Dixon when my
attention was attracted by an extra green patch of clover-grass by
the roadside: I was now about a mile beyond the village and nearly
double that distance from home. It seemed to me that Rob must be in
need of refreshment. So I dismounted and intimated to him that he
ought to eat some grass. This he began to do without a moment’s
delay. But there was mischief in Rob Roy that afternoon. With one
knee bent he grabbed and munched at the grass with his diminutive
muzzle as though he hadn’t had a meal for a month. Nevertheless, he
must have been watching my movements with one of his large and
intelligent eyes. With characteristic idiocy I left the reins
dangling on his neck and stepped back a little way to admire him.
The next moment he had kicked up his heels and was cantering down
the road in the direction of his stable. It seemed to me the worst
thing that could possibly have happened. It would take me years to
live down the disgrace. Panic seized me as I imagined the disasters
which must have overtaken Rob Roy on his way home—if he had gone
home, which I scarcely dared to hope. Probably his knees were
broken and I should never be able to look Dixon in the face again.
In the meantime I must hurry as fast as my dismounted legs could
carry me. If only I could catch sight of that wretched Rob Roy
eating some more grass by the roadside! If only I hadn’t let him
go! If only I could begin my ride all over again! How careful I
would be!

Hot and flustered, I was running
miserably toward the village when I turned a corner and saw, to my
consternation, the narrow, stooping figure of Mr. Star. His eyes
were on the ground, so I had time to slow down to a dignified walk.
I advanced to meet him with all the nonchalance that I could muster
at the moment. The silver-haired schoolmaster greeted me with his
usual courtesy, as though he had forgotten that he had been
attempting to teach me arithmetic and geography all the morning.
But I was aware of the mild inquiry in his glance. If only I’d been
carrying my green butterfly-net instead of the rather clumsy old
hunting-crop of which I was usually so proud! I have never been a
clever dissembler, so I have no doubt that my whole demeanour
expressed the concealment of delinquency. Mr. Star removed his
black, wideawake hat, wiped his forehead with a red handkerchief,
and genially ejaculated, “Well, well; what a gloriously fine
afternoon we are having!”

As I was unable to say anything at
all in reply, he continued, with gentle jocularity (running his
eyes over the brown corduroy riding-suit which I was just beginning
to grow out of), “And what have you done with your pony? You look
almost as if you’d lost him.”

At this appallingly intuitive
comment I gazed guiltily down at my gaiters and muttered abruptly,
“Oh, I’m going to take him out after tea; I was just out for a
walk.”

My voice died unhappily away into
the dusty sunshine. . . . After tea! For all I knew, darling Rob
Roy might be dead by then. . . . For two pins I could have burst
into tears at that moment, but I managed to control my feelings:
Mr. Star tactfully informed me that he must be getting on his way,
and our constrained interview ended. Half an hour afterwards I
slunk into the stable-yard with a sinking heart. Dixon’s black
retriever was dozing with his head out of his kennel under the
walnut tree. No one seemed to be about. I could hear the usual
intermittent snorts and stampings from inside the stable. There
were two stalls and a loose-box. My pony occupied the stall in the
middle. My heart thumped as I peeped over the door, the upper half
of which was open. Rob Roy was facing me; he was attached to the
‘pillar-reins,’ still saddled and bridled. I am certain that his
face wore a look of amusement. A sense of profound relief stole
over me. . . . A moment later the stable-boy came whistling out of
the barn with a bucket. On seeing me he grinned derisively and I
retreated toward the house in dignified silence. As I passed the
kitchen window Mrs. Sosburn, the fat, red-faced cook, dropped the
cucumber which she was peeling and greeted me with a startled
squeal.

“Lawks, Master Georgie, whatever
’ave you bin up to? The mistress ’as been in an awful state about
you, and Dixon’s gone down to the village to look for you. We
thought you must ’ave broke your neck when the pony came trotting
back without you.”

And the well-meaning woman bustled
officiously out to make sure I hadn’t any bones broken, followed by
the gaping kitchen-maid; a moment later the parlour-maid came
helter-skelter out of the pantry, and I was inundated by
exasperating female curiosity and concern.

“Gracious goodness! To think of him
going off by himself like that, and no wonder he got thrown off,
and the wonder is he wasn’t killed, and the pony too,” they
chorused; whereupon my aunt’s head popped out of an upper window
and they clucked like hens as they reassured her about my undamaged
return.

Infuriated by all this feminine
fussiness I pushed past them and scurried up the back stairs to the
schoolroom, whither Aunt Evelyn immediately followed me with
additional exclamations and expostulations. I was now not only
humiliated but sulky, and had I been a few years younger my
rudeness would have ended in my being smacked and sent to bed. As
it was I was merely informed that unless I learnt to behave better
I should never grow up into a nice man, and was left alone with my
tragic thoughts. . . .

Next morning I paid my customary
visit to the stable with a few lumps of sugar in my pocket. Dixon
was polishing a stirrup-iron at the door of the little
harness-room; he stopped in the middle of a jaunty snatch of song
to give me his usual greeting. All my embarrassment faded out of
me. His impassive face made not the slightest reference to
yesterday’s calamity and this tactful silence more than ever
assured me of his infinite superiority to those chattering females
in the kitchen.

IV

Since the continuity of these
memoirs is to depend solely on my experiences as a sportsman, I
need not waste many words on the winter, spring, summer, and autumn
that chronologically followed the last episode which I narrated.
Outwardly monotonous, my life was made up of that series of small
inward happenings which belong to the development of any
intelligent little boy who spends a fair amount of time with no
companion but himself. In this way I continued to fabricate for
myself an intensely local and limited world. How faintly the
vibrations of the outer world reached us on that rural atmosphere
it is not easy to imagine in this later and louder age. When I was
twelve years old I hadn’t been to London half a dozen times in my
life, and the ten sleepy miles to the county town, whither the
village carrier’s van went three times a week, were a road to
romance. Ten miles was a long way when I was a child. Over the
hills and far away, I used to think to myself, as I stared across
the orchards and meadows of the weald, along which ran the
proverbially slow railway line to London.

There were a few events which
created in my mind an impression out of proportion to the
architecture of my earthly ideas. Among them was Queen Victoria’s
Diamond Jubilee (though I cannot pretend to remember exactly how it
struck me at the time, except that I counted fifty bonfires from
the hill near our house). This was balanced by Canterbury Cricket
Week: (I went there by train with Dixon and spent a long hot day
watching Prince Ranjitsinhji make about 175 not out. My aunt’s
black Persian cat was called Ranji, which made the celebrated
Indian cricketer quite a comfortable idea for me to digest).

Almost my favourite books were The
Palace in the Garden and Four Winds Farm, both by Mrs. Molesworth.
Naturally there were other more impressive phenomena which cropped
up in my mental existence, such as Scott’s Ivanhoe and Longfellow’s
poem Excelsior, and Beethoven’s piano sonatas. But all these things
clothed themselves in local associations. Sir Walter Scott had no
existence outside of my aunt’s voice as she read him aloud in the
evening, Longfellow was associated with Mr. Star in the schoolroom,
Beethoven lived somewhere behind the faded silk on the back of the
upright piano, and I never imagined any of them as in any other
edition than those in which I knew them by sight. The large
photograph of Watt’s picture, ‘Love and Death,’ which hung in the
drawing-room, gave me the same feeling as the ‘Moonlight’ sonata,
(my aunt could only play the first two movements).

In this brightly visualized world
of simplicities and misapprehensions and mispronounced names
everything was accepted without question. I find it difficult to
believe that young people see the world in that way nowadays,
though it is probable that a good many of them do. Looking back
across the years I listen to the summer afternoon cooing of my
aunt’s white pigeons, and the soft clatter of their wings as they
flutter upward from the lawn at the approach of one of the
well-nourished cats. I remember, too, the smell of strawberry jam
being made; and Aunt Evelyn with a green bee-veil over her head. .
. . The large rambling garden, with its Irish yews and sloping
paths and wind-buffeted rose arches, remains to haunt my sleep. The
quince tree which grew beside the little pond was the only quince
tree in the world. With a sense of abiding strangeness I see myself
looking down from an upper window on a confusion of green branches
shaken by the summer breeze. In an endless variety of
dream-distorted versions the garden persists as the background of
my unconscious existence.

* * * * * * *

I had always been given to
understand that I had a delicate constitution. This was one of the
reasons which my aunt urged against my being sent to school when
Mr. Pennett, the pink-faced solicitor who had charge of our
affairs, paid us one of his periodic visits and the problem of my
education was referred to in my presence. The solicitor used to
come down from London for the day. In acknowledgment of his
masculinity my aunt always conceded him the head of the table at
lunch. I can remember him carving a duck with evident relish, and
saying in somewhat unctuous tones, “Have you reconsidered, my dear
Miss Evelyn, the well-worn subject of a school for our young friend
on my left?”

And I can hear my aunt replying in
a fluttering voice that she had always been nervous about me since
I had pneumonia (though she knew quite well that it was only slight
inflammation of the lungs, and more than two years ago at that).
Fixing my gaze on his fat pearl tie-pin, I wondered whether I
really should ever go to school, and what it would feel like when I
got there. Nothing was said about Mr. Star, but Mr. Pennett usually
had a private conversation with him on the subject of my
progress.

“Your guardian seems an extremely
well-informed gentleman,” Mr. Star would say to me after one of
these interviews. For Mr. Pennett had been to Harrow, and when Mr.
Star spoke of him I was vaguely aware that he had made the modest
old man feel even more humble than usual. My aunt was perfectly
satisfied with Mr. Star, and so was I. But the solicitor knew that
I was growing out of my tutor; and so, perhaps, did Mr. Star
himself. . . . Indeed, I was getting to be quite a big boy for my
age. People in the village were saying that I was ‘filling out a
fair treat,’ and ‘shooting up no end.’ . . .

To one little incident I can give
an exact date—not always an easy thing to do when one is looking
back such a long way. It was in 1896, on the last Wednesday in May,
and I had just returned from my afternoon ride. My aunt was out in
the garden, wearing her leather gauntlets to cut some lilac, when I
dashed excitedly across the lawn shouting, “Isn’t it splendid,
Auntie—the Prince of Wales has won the Derby!”

“Oh, how splendid—has he really?”
she exclaimed, dropping the branch of white lilac which she had
just snipped off the tree with her huge pair of scissors.

“Yes,” I continued, bursting with
the important news, “we stopped at the station on our way home, and
the station-master showed Dixon the telegram.”

“What was it called?” she
queried.

“Persimmon, of course; I should
have thought you’d have known that!”

“Really, Georgie dear, you
shouldn’t speak so rudely to your aunt.”

I was silent for a moment, feeling
crestfallen. Then I remarked, in a subdued voice: “Earwig was
third.”

“Earwig! What an odd name for a
horse!” And then, as I bent down to pick up a spray of lilac, she
added: “Good gracious, darling, how you’ve grown out of your
riding-breeks! I really must get you another corduroy suit.” . .
.

But my increasing size had another
and far more important effect. I was growing out of Rob Roy. My
aunt showed her inevitable lack of initiative in the matter: she
said that a small pony was safer for me. During the summer,
however, Dixon persistently drew her attention to the obvious fact
that my legs were getting nearer and nearer to the ground, although
he had the highest respect for gallant little Rob Roy, who was
beloved by all who knew him. The end of it was that a ‘perfect
home’ was found for him, and he trotted out of my life as gaily as
he had trotted into it. After his departure I had a good cry by
myself in the kitchen garden.

“I shall never be so fond of anyone
again as I was of Rob Roy,” I thought, mopping my eyes with a
grubby handkerchief. Subsequent events proved my prophecy
incorrect. And anyhow it was a fine day, early in September; a few
minutes afterwards I was clambering up into a plum tree. The plums
were particularly good that year.

* * * * * * *

As might be expected, Dixon lost no
time in discovering an adequate substitute for my vanished
favourite. For several weeks he remained reticent on the subject,
except that once or twice he mentioned mysteriously that he thought
he had heard of something. Conscientious inquiries among coachmen,
innkeepers, and the local vet. and the insertion of an
advertisement in the county paper, culminated in the arrival of a
fourteen-hand, mouse-coloured Welsh cog called Sheila. The sight of
Sheila struck awe into my heart. She looked as much too big for me
as Rob Roy had looked too small. I also divined that she was
enormously expensive.

“Do you really think Master
George’ll be able to manage her, Dixon?” asked my aunt, regarding
Sheila with deprecatory approbation. Dixon reiterated his belief
that the mare was thoroughly handy and as quiet as an old sheep; he
added that we’d never get such a bargain again for thirty
pounds.

“Jump on her back, Master George,
and see if she doesn’t give you a good feel,” suggested that
inexorably encouraging voice which was to make a sportsman of me.
Whereupon he quickly circumvented the obvious fact that this was no
jumping matter by giving me a leg-up into the saddle (a nearly
full-sized one). There was no doubt at all that I was a long way
from the ground. Rather timidly I surveyed the stable-yard from my
new altitude. Then Dixon led the cob carefully through the gate
into the paddock and she broke into a springy trot.

V

November, with its darkening
afternoons and smell of burning weeds, found me gradually becoming
acclimatized to ‘the new mare,’ as I importantly called her (using
Dixonian phraseology). The groom was able to give me all his
attention, since my aunt never rode in the winter. We now went
longer distances; sometimes he would tell me that we were ‘on the
edge of the Dumborough country,’ and he would pull up and point out
to me, a few miles away, some looming covert where they often went
to draw.

The Dumborough, as I afterwards
discovered, was a scrambling sort of country to hunt in—heavily
wooded and hilly. But as we turned away from its evening-lighted
landscape I would listen eagerly to Dixon’s anecdotes of the sport
he had seen there. He spoke often of Mr. Macdoggart, Lord
Dumborough’s hard-riding agent, and how one year he had seen him
win the Hunt Steeplechase by a short head from a famous
‘gentleman-rider’; and how, another year, Mr. Macdoggart had got
concussion of the brain while riding in the same race.

Our afternoon expeditions usually
took us in the Dumborough direction, and I suspect that Dixon
always had a faint hope that we might ‘chip in with the hounds,’
though he knew too well that the foxes rarely ran our way. He also
showed an increasing antipathy to the high road, and was
continually taking short cuts across the country.

“It’ll do them good to have a
pipe-opener,” he would say, turning in at a gate and setting his
horse going up a long stretch of meadow, and my confidence in
Sheila increased as I scuttled after him.

Sometimes he would pretend to be
‘riding a finish,’ and I would say, “Tom, show me how Mr.
Macdoggart won the Hunt Cup on Nobleman.”

I had never seen a race in my life;
nor had I ever been to a meet of the hounds. But I assiduously
studied the novels of Surtees, of which my aunt had a complete set.
She dipped into them herself now and again, and we often used to
talk about Mr. Jorrocks.

As Christmas approached Dixon drew
her attention to my rapid improvement as a rider. Finally he took
the bull by the horns and intimated that it would do me no harm to
go and have a look at the hounds. She seemed taken aback by this,
but he assured her that he would only take me as far as the meet.
When she suggested that he could drive me there in the dog-cart
Dixon’s face assumed such an air of disapproval that she gave way
at once, and it became only a matter of waiting for the next ‘near
meet.’

“I think, ’m, you can rely on me to
take proper care of Master George,” he remarked rather stiffly; the
next moment he looked at me with a grin of delight followed by a
solemn wink with the eye furthest away from my aunt.

A few days later I found him
studying the local paper in the leather-smelling little
harness-room. “They’re meeting at Finchurst Green on Saturday,” he
announced with appropriate seriousness. It was an important moment
in my life. Finchurst Green was not quite nine miles away.

* * * * * * *

It was a grey and chilly world that
I went out into when I started for my first day’s fox-hunting. The
winter-smelling air met me as though with a hint that serious
events were afoot. Silently I stood in the stable-yard while Dixon
led Sheila out of her stall. His demeanour was businesslike and
reticent. The horses and their accoutrements were polished up to
perfection, and he himself, in his dark-grey clothes and hard black
hat, looked a model of discretion and neatness. The only one who
lacked confidence was myself.

Stuffing a packet of sandwiches
into my pocket and pulling on my uncomfortably new gloves, I felt
half-aware of certain shortcomings in my outward appearance. Ought
one really to go out hunting in a brown corduroy suit with a
corduroy jockey-cap made to match the suit? Did other boys wear
that sort of thing? . . . I was conscious, too, that Dixon was
regarding me with an unusually critical eye. Mute and flustered, I
mounted. Sheila seemed very fresh, and the saddle felt cold and
slippery. As we trotted briskly through the village everything had
an austerely unfamiliar look about it, and my replies to Dixon were
clumsy and constrained.

Yet the village was its ordinary
village-self. The geese were going single file across the green,
and Sibson, the lame shoeing-smith, was clinking his hammer in the
forge as usual. He peered out at us as we passed, and I saluted him
with a slightly forlorn wave of the hand. He grinned and ducked his
head. Sheila had had her shoes looked to the day before, so he knew
all about where we were going.

As we jogged out of the village
Dixon gazed sagaciously at the sky and said with a grim smile,
“I’ll bet they run like blazes to-day, there’s just the right nip
in the air,” and he made the horses cock their ears by imitating
the sound of a hunting-horn—a favourite little trick of his.
Secretly I wondered what I should do if they ‘ran like blazes.’ It
was all very well for him—he’d been out hunting dozens of
times!

As we neared the meet I became more
and more nervous. Not many of the hunting people came from our side
of the country, and we saw no other horsemen to distract my
attention until we rounded a bend of the road, and there at last
was Finchurst Green, with the hounds clustering in a corner and men
in red coats and black coats moving to and fro to keep their horses
from getting chilled. But this is not the last meet that I shall
describe, so I will not invent details which I cannot remember,
since I was too awed and excited and self-conscious to be capable
of observing anything clearly.

Once we had arrived, Dixon seemed
to become a different Dixon, so dignified and aloof that I scarcely
dared speak to him. Of course I knew what it meant: I was now his
‘young gentleman,’ and he was only the groom who had brought me to
‘have a look at the hounds.’ But there was no one at the meet who
knew me, so I sat there, shy and silent—aware of being a newcomer
in a strange world which I did not understand. Also I was quite
sure that I should make a fool of myself. Other people have felt
the same, but this fact would have been no consolation to me at the
time, even if I could have realized it.

* * * * * * *

My first period of suspense ended
when with much bobbing up and down of hats the cavalcade moved off
along the road. I looked round for Dixon, but he allowed me to be
carried on with the procession; he kept close behind me, however.
He had been sensible enough to refrain from confusing me with
advice before we started, and I can see now that his demeanour
continued to be full of intuitive tactfulness. But he was talking
to another groom, and I felt that I was being scrutinized and
discussed. I was riding alongside of a large, lolloping lady in a
blue habit; she did not speak to me; she confined herself to a
series of expostulatory remarks to her horse which seemed too
lively and went bouncing along sideways with its ears back, several
times bumping into Sheila, whose behaviour was sedately alert.

Soon we turned in at some
lodge-gates, crossed the corner of an undulating park, and then
everyone pulled up outside a belt of brown woodland. The hounds had
disappeared, but I could hear the huntsman’s voice a little way
off. He was making noises which I identified as not altogether
unlike those I had read about in Surtees. After a time the
chattering crowd of riders moved slowly into the wood which
appeared to be a large one.

My first reaction to the ‘field’
was one of mute astonishment. I had taken it for granted that there
would be people ‘in pink,’ but these enormous confident strangers
overwhelmed my mind with the visible authenticity of their
brick-red coats. It all felt quite different to reading Surtees by
the schoolroom fire.

But I was too shy to stare about
me, and every moment I was expecting an outburst of mad excitement
in which I should find myself galloping wildly out of the wood.
When the outbreak of activity came I had no time to think about it.
For no apparent reason the people around me (we were moving slowly
along a narrow path in the wood) suddenly set off at a gallop and
for several minutes I was aware of nothing but the breathless
flurry of being carried along, plentifully spattered with mud by
the sportsman in front of me. Suddenly, without any warning, he
pulled up. Sheila automatically followed suit, shooting me well up
her neck. The next moment everyone turned round and we all went
tearing back by the way we had come. I found Dixon in front of me
now, and he turned his head with a grin of encouragement.

Soon afterwards the hunt came to a
standstill in an open space in the middle of the wood: the
excitement seemed to be abating, and I felt that fox-hunting wasn’t
so difficult as I’d expected it to be. A little way below I could
hear a confused baying of the hounds among the trees. Then, quite
close to where I had halted, a tall man in a blue velvet cap and
vermilion coat came riding out from among the undergrowth with one
arm up to shield his face from the branches. His face was very red
and he seemed upset about something. Turning in my direction he
bawled out in an angry voice, “What the bloody hell do you think
you’re here for?”

For a moment I sat petrified with
terror and amazement. He was riding straight at me, and I had no
time to wonder what I had done to incur his displeasure. So I
stared helplessly until I was aware that he had passed me and was
addressing someone immediately behind my horse’s heels. . . .
Looking round I saw a surly-featured elderly man with
side-whiskers: he was on foot and wore the weathered garments of a
gamekeeper.

“What the hell do you mean by
leaving the main-earth unstopped?” the infuriated voice
continued.

“Very sorry, m’lord,” the man
mumbled, “but I never heard you was coming till this morning,
and——”

“Don’t answer me back. I’ll get you
sacked for this when Major Gamble comes down from Scotland. I tell
you I’m sick of you and your god-damned pheasants,” and before the
man could say any more the outraged nobleman was pushing his way
into the undergrowth again and was bawling “Go on to Hoath Wood,
Jack,” to the invisible huntsman.

I looked at Dixon, whose horse was
nibbling Sheila’s neck. “That’s the Master,” he said in a low
voice, adding, “his lordship’s a rough one with his tongue when
anyone gets the wrong side of him.” Silently I decided that Lord
Dumborough was the most terrifying man I had ever encountered. . .
.

Dixon was explaining that our fox
had gone to ground and I heard another man near me saying: “That
blighter Gamble thinks of nothing but shooting. The place is
crawling with birds, and the wonder is that we ever found a fox.
Last time we were here we drew the whole place blank, and old D.
cursed the keeper’s head off and accused him of poisoning the
foxes, so I suppose he did it to get a bit of his own back!” Such
was my introduction to the mysteries of ‘earth-stopping.’ . . .

The comparatively mild activities
of the morning had occupied a couple of hours. We now trotted away
from Major Gamble’s preserves. It was about three miles to Hoath
Wood; on the way several small spinneys were drawn blank, but Hoath
Wood was a sure find, so Dixon said, and a rare place to get a
gallop from. This caused a perceptible evaporation of the courage
which I had been accumulating, and when there was a halt for the
hunt-servants to change on to their second horses I made an attempt
to dispel my qualms by pulling out my packet of sandwiches.

While I was munching away at these
I noticed for the first time another boy of about my own age. Dixon
was watching him approvingly. Evidently this was a boy to be
imitated, and my own unsophisticated eyes already told me that. He
was near enough to us for me to be able to observe him minutely. A
little aloof from the large riders round him, he sat easily, but
very upright, on a corky chestnut pony with a trimmed stump of a
tail and a neatly ‘hogged’ neck.

Reconstructing that far-off moment,
my memory fixes him in a characteristic attitude. Leaning slightly
forward from the waist, he straightens his left leg and scrutinizes
it with an air of critical abstraction. He seems to be satisfied
with his smart buff breeches and natty brown gaiters. Everything he
has on is neat and compact. He carries a small crop with a dark
leather thong, which he flicks at a tuft of dead grass in a
masterly manner. An air of self-possessed efficiency begins with
his black bowler hat, continues in his neatly tied white stock, and
gets its finishing touch in the short, blunt, shining spurs on his
black walking boots. (I was greatly impressed by the fact that he
wore spurs.) All his movements were controlled and modest, but
there was a suggestion of arrogance in the steady, unrecognizing
stare which he gave me when he became conscious that I was looking
at him so intently. Our eyes met, and his calm scrutiny reminded me
of my own deficiencies in dress. I shifted uneasily in my saddle,
and the clumsy unpresentable old hunting-crop fell out of my hand.
Dismounting awkwardly to pick it up, I wished that it, also, had a
thong (though this would make the double reins more difficult to
manage), and I hated my silly jockey-cap and the badly fitting
gaiters which pinched my legs and always refused to remain in the
correct position (indicated by Dixon). When I had scrambled up on
to Sheila again—a feat which I could only just accomplish without
assistance—I felt what a poor figure I must be cutting in Dixon’s
eyes while he compared me with that other boy, who had himself
turned away with a slight smile and was now soberly following the
dappled clustering pack and its attendant red-coats as they
disappeared over the green rising ground on their way to Hoath
Wood.

* * * * * * *

By all the laws of aunthood we
should by now have been well on our way home. But Dixon was making
a real day of it. The afternoon hunt was going to be a serious
affair. There never appeared to be any doubt about that. The field
was reduced to about forty riders, and the chattersome contingent
seemed to have gone home. We all went into the covert and remained
close together at one end. Dixon got off and tightened my girths,
which had got very loose (as I ought to have noticed). A
resolute-looking lady in a tall hat drew her veil down after taking
a good pull at the flask which she handed back to her groom.
Hard-faced men rammed their hats on to their heads and sat silently
in the saddle as though, for the first time in the day, they really
meant business. My heart was in my mouth and it had good reason to
be there. Lord Dumborough was keeping an intent eye on the ride
which ran through the middle of the covert.

“Cut along up to the top end,
Charlie,” he remarked without turning his head; and a gaunt,
ginger-haired man in a weather-stained scarlet coat went off up the
covert in a squelchy canter.

“That’s Mr. Macdoggart,” said Dixon
in a low voice, and my solemnity increased as the legendary figure
vanished on its mysterious errand.

Meanwhile the huntsman was
continuing his intermittent yaups as he moved along the other side
of the wood. Suddenly his cheers of encouragement changed to a
series of excited shoutings. “Hoick-holler, hoick-holler,
hoick-holler!” he yelled and then blew his horn loudly; this was
followed by an outbreak of vociferation from the hounds, and soon
they were in full cry across the covert. I sat there petrified by
my private feelings; Sheila showed no symptoms of agitation; she
merely cocked her ears well forward and listened.

And then, for the first time, I
heard a sound which has thrilled generations of fox-hunters to
their marrow. From the far side of the wood came the long shrill
screech (for which it is impossible to find an adequate word) which
signifies that one of the whips has viewed the fox quitting the
covert. “Gone Away” it meant. But before I had formulated the
haziest notion about it Lord Dumborough was galloping up the ride
and the rest of them were pelting after him as though nothing could
stop them. As I happened to be standing well inside the wood and
Sheila took the affair into her own control, I was swept along with
them, and we emerged on the other side among the leaders.

I cannot claim that I felt either
excitement or resolution as we bundled down a long slope of
meadowland and dashed helter-skelter through an open gate at the
bottom. I knew nothing at all except that I was out of breath and
that the air was rushing to meet me, but as I hung on to the reins
I was aware that Mr. Macdoggart was immediately in front of me. My
attitude was an acquiescent one. I have always been inclined to
accept life in the form in which it has imposed itself upon me, and
on that particular occasion, no doubt, I just felt that I was ‘in
for it.’ It did not so much as occur to me that in following Mr.
Macdoggart I was setting myself rather a high standard, and when he
disappeared over a hedge I took it for granted that I must do the
same. For a moment Sheila hesitated in her stride. (Dixon told me
afterwards that I actually hit her as we approached the fence, but
I couldn’t remember having done so.) Then she collected herself and
jumped the fence with a peculiar arching of her back. There was a
considerable drop on the other side. Sheila made no mistake, but as
she landed I left the saddle and flew over her head. I had let go
of the reins, but she stood stock-still while I sat on the wet
ground. A few moments later Dixon popped over a gap lower down the
fence and came to my assistance, and I saw the boy on the chestnut
pony come after him and gallop on in a resolute but unhurrying way.
I scrambled to my feet, feeling utterly ashamed.

“Whatever made you go for it like
that?” asked Dixon, who was quite disconcerted.

“I saw Mr. Macdoggart going over
it, and I didn’t like to stop,” I stammered. By now the whole hunt
had disappeared and there wasn’t a sound to be heard.

“Well, I suppose we may as well go
on.” He laughed as he gave me a leg-up. “Fancy you following Mr.
Macdoggart over the biggest place in the fence. Good thing Miss
Sherston couldn’t see you.”

The idea of my aunt seemed to amuse
him, and he slapped his knee and chuckled as he led me onward at a
deliberate pace. Secretly mortified by my failure I did my best to
simulate cheerfulness. But I couldn’t forget the other boy and how
ridiculous he must have thought me when he saw me rolling about on
the ground. I felt as if I must be covered with mud. About half an
hour later we found the hunt again, but I can remember nothing more
except that it was beginning to get dark and the huntsman, a
middle-aged, mulberry faced man named Jack Pitt, was blowing his
horn as he sat in the middle of his hounds. The other boy was
actually talking to him—a privilege I couldn’t imagine myself
promoted to. At that moment I almost hated him for his
cocksureness.

Then to my surprise, the Master
himself actually came up and asked me how far I was from home. In
my embarrassment I could only mutter that I didn’t know, and Dixon
interposed with “About twelve miles, m’lord,” in his best
manner.

“I hear he’s quite a young
thruster.” . . . The great man glanced at me for a moment with
curiosity before he turned away. Not knowing what he meant I went
red in the face and thought he was making fun of me.

* * * * * * *

Now that I have come to the end of
my first day’s hunting I am tempted to moralize about it. But I
have already described it at greater length than I had intended, so
I will only remind myself of the tea I had at an inn on the way
home. The inn was kept by a friend of Dixon’s—an ex-butler who ‘had
been with Lord Dumborough for years.’ I well remember the snug
fire-lit parlour where I ate my two boiled eggs, and how the
innkeeper and his wife made a fuss over me. Dixon, of course,
transferred me to them in my full status of ‘one of the quality,’
and then disappeared to give the horses their gruel and get his own
tea in the kitchen. I set off on the ten dark miles home in a glow
of satisfied achievement, and we discussed every detail of the day
except my disaster. Dixon had made inquiries about ‘the other young
gentleman,’ and had learnt that his name was Milden and that he was
staying at Dumborough Park for Christmas. He described him as a
proper little sportsman; but I was reticent on the subject. Nor did
I refer to the question of our going out with the hounds again. By
the time we were home I was too tired to care what anybody in the
world thought about me.

VI

It was nearly seven o’clock when we
got home; as Aunt Evelyn had begun to expect me quite early in the
afternoon, she was so intensely relieved to see me safe and sound
that she almost forgot to make a fuss about my prolonged absence.
Dixon, with his persuasive manner next morning, soon hoodwinked her
into taking it all as a matter of course. He made our day sound so
safe and confidential. Not a word was said about my having tumbled
off (and he had carefully brushed every speck of mud off my back
when we stopped at the inn for tea).

As for myself, I began to believe
that I hadn’t done so badly after all. I talked quite big about it
when I was alone with my aunt at lunch on Sunday, and she was
delighted to listen to everything I could tell her about my
exploits. Probably it was the first time in my life that I was
conscious of having got the upper hand of my grown-up relative.
When she asked whether there were ‘any other little boys out on
their ponies’ I was nonplussed for a moment; I couldn’t connect
young Milden with such a disrespectful way of speaking. Little boys
out on their ponies indeed! I had more than half a mind to tell her
how I’d followed the great Mr. Macdoggart over that fence, but I
managed to remind myself that the less said about that incident the
better for my future as a fox-hunter.

“Yes,” I replied, “there was a very
nice boy on a splendid little chestnut. He’s staying at Dumborough
Park.” When I told her his name she remembered having met some of
his people years ago when she was staying in Northamptonshire. They
had a big place near Daventry, she said, and were a well-known
sporting family. I packed these details away in my mind with
avidity. Already I was weaving Master Milden into my day-dreams,
and soon he had become my inseparable companion in all my imagined
adventures, although I was hampered by the fact that I only knew
him by his surname. It was the first time that I experienced a
feeling of wistfulness for someone I wanted to be with.

* * * * * * *

As a rule I was inclined to be
stand-offish about children’s parties, though there weren’t many in
our part of the world. There was to be a dance at Mrs. Shotney’s
the next Friday, and I wasn’t looking forward to it much until my
aunt told me that she had heard from Mrs. Cofferdam that Lady
Dumborough was going to be there with a large party of jolly young
people. “So perhaps you’ll see your little hunting friend again,”
she added.

“He’s not little; he looks about
two years older than me,” I retorted huffily, and at once regretted
my stupidity. ‘My hunting friend!’ I had been allowing her to
assume that we had ‘made friends’ out hunting. And when we were at
the party she would be sure to find out that he didn’t know me. But
perhaps he wouldn’t be there after all. Whereupon I realized that I
should be bitterly disappointed if he wasn’t.

At seven o’clock on Friday we set
off in the village fly. While we jolted along in that musty
smelling vehicle with its incessantly rattling windows I was
anxious and excited. These feelings were augmented by shyness and
gawkiness by the time I had entered the ballroom, which was full of
antlers and old armour. Standing by myself in a corner I fidgetted
with my gloves. Now and again I glanced nervously round the room.
Sleek-haired little boys in Eton jackets were engaging themselves
for future dances with pert little girls in short frocks. Shyness
was being artificially dispelled by solicitous ladies, one of whom
now swooped down on me and led me away to be introduced to equally
unenterprising partners. The room was filling up, and I was soon
jostling and bumping round with a demure little girl in a pink
dress, while the local schoolmaster, a solemn man with a walrus
moustache, thrummed out ‘The Blue Danube’ on an elderly upright
piano, reinforced by a squeaky violinist who could also play the
cornet; he often did it at village concerts, so my partner informed
me, biting her lip as someone trod on her foot. Steering my clumsy
course round the room, I wondered whether Lady Dumborough had
arrived yet.

There was Aunt Evelyn, talking to
Mrs. Shotney. She certainly didn’t look half bad when you compared
her with other people. And old Squire Maundle, nodding and smiling
by the door, as he watched his little grand-daughter twirling round
and round with a yellow ribbon in her hair. And General FitzAlan
with his eyeglass—he looked a jolly decent old chap. . . . He’d
been in the Indian Mutiny. . . . The music stopped and the dancers
disappeared in quest of claret-cup and lemonade. “I wonder what
sort of ices there are,” speculated my partner. There was a note of
intensity in her voice which was new to me.

* * * * * * *

“Oh, do come on, Denis, the music’s
begun,” cried a dark, attractive girl with a scarlet sash—tugging
at the arm of a boy who was occupied with an ice. When he turned to
follow her I recognized the rider of the chestnut pony. From time
to time as the evening went on I watched him enjoying himself with
the conspicuous Dumborough Park contingent, which was dominating
the proceedings with a mixture of rowdiness and hauteur. Those
outside their circle regarded them with envious and admiring
antagonism. By a miracle I found myself sitting opposite Denis
Milden at supper, which was at one long table. He looked across at
me with a reserved air of recognition.

“Weren’t you out last Saturday?” he
asked. I said yes.

“Rotten day, wasn’t it?” I said yes
it was rather.

“That’s a nice cob you were on.
Jumped a bit too big for you at that fence outside Hoath Wood,
didn’t she?” He grinned good-humouredly. I went red in the face,
but managed to blurt out a confused inquiry after the health of his
chestnut pony. But before he could reply the Dumborough boy had
shouted something at him and I was obliged to pay attention again
to the little girl alongside of me.

“Do you hunt much?” she inquired,
evidently impressed by what she had overheard. Rather loftily I
replied that I hunted whenever I got the chance, inwardly excusing
myself with the thought that it wasn’t my own fault that I’d only
had one chance so far. . . .

I was now positively enjoying the
party, but shortly afterwards Aunt Evelyn came gliding across the
dark polished floor at the end of polka and adroitly extricated me
from the festivities. . . . “Really, darling, don’t you think it’s
almost time we went home?”

I wished she wouldn’t call me
darling in public, but I fetched my overcoat and followed
obediently down to the draughty entrance hall. Denis happened to be
sitting on the stairs with his partner. He jumped up politely to
allow my aunt to pass. I shot a shy glance at his face.

“Coming to Heron’s Gate on
Tuesday?” he asked. Deeply gratified, I said I was afraid it was
too far for me.

“You ought to try and get there.
They say it’s one of their best meets.” He sat down again with a
nod and a smile.

“Wasn’t that young Milden—the
nice-mannered boy you spoke to as we went out?” asked Aunt Evelyn
when our rattle-trap conveyance was grinding briskly down the road
to the lodge-gates.

“Yes,” I replied; and the
monosyllable meant much.

VII

Next morning I was a rather
inattentive pupil, but Mr. Star rightly attributed this to the
previous night’s gaities and was lenient with me, though my eyes
often wandered through the window when they ought to have been
occupied with sums, and I made a bad mess of my dictation. Mr. Star
was still great on dictation, though I ought to have been beyond
such elementary exercises at the age of twelve. ‘Parsing’ was
another favourite performance of his.

The word parse always struck me as
sounding slightly ridiculous: even now it makes me smile when I
look at it; but it conjures up for me a very clear picture of that
quiet schoolroom: myself in a brown woollen jersey with my elbows
on the table, and my tutor in his shabby tail-coat, chalking up on
the blackboard for my exclusive benefit the first proposition of
Euclid. Above the bookcase (which contained an odd assortment of
primers, poetry, and volumes of adventure) hung a map of the
world—a shiny one, which rolled up. But the map of the world was
too large for me that morning, and I was longing to look at the
local one and find out how far it was to Heron’s Gate (and where it
was).

As soon as Mr. Star had gone home
to his little house in the village I slyly abstracted the ordnance
map from the shelf where my aunt kept it (she was rather fond of
consulting the map), and carried it back to the schoolroom with a
sensation of gloating uncertainty. Heron’s Gate was hard to find,
but I arrived at it in the end, marked in very small print with
Windmill right up against it and a big green patch called Park Wood
quite near. I wondered what it would look like, and at once
visualized a large, dim bird sitting on a white gate. . . . I had
never seen a heron, but it sounded nice. . . . But when I began
measuring the distance with a bit of string both bird and gate were
obliterated by the melancholy number of miles which meandered
across the map. The string told its tale too plainly. Heron’s Gate
was a good twelve miles to go. . . .

The situation now seemed desperate,
but Dixon might be able to do something about it. Without saying a
word to Aunt Evelyn I waited until we were well away on our
afternoon ride, and then asked, quite casually, “Have you ever been
to Heron’s Gate, Tom?” (I had been telling him about the dance, but
had not mentioned Denis Milden.) Dixon gravely admitted that he
knew Heron’s Gate quite well. There was a short silence, during
which he pulled his horse back into a walk. “Is it far from us?” I
remarked innocently. He pondered for a moment. “Let’s see—it’s some
way the other side of Hugget’s Hill. . . . About twelve miles from
us, I should think.” I fingered Sheila’s mane and tried another
tack. “How far were we from home when we finished up the other
night?”

“About twelve miles.”

Unable to restrain myself any
longer, I blurted out my eagerness to go to the meet next Tuesday.
I never suspected that Dixon had known this all the time, though I
might have guessed that he had looked up the list of meets in the
local paper. But he was evidently pleased that my sporting instinct
was developing so rapidly, and he refrained from asking why I
specially wanted to go to Heron’s Gate. It was enough for him that
I wanted to go out at all. We duped Aunt Evelyn by a system of
mutual falsification of distances (I couldn’t find the map anywhere
when she wanted to look it up), and at half-past eight on the
Tuesday morning, in glittering sunshine, with a melting hoar-frost
on the hedgerows, we left home for Heron’s Gate.

* * * * * * *

Emboldened by the fact that I was
going out hunting with an inward purpose of my own, I clip-clopped
alongside of Dixon with my head well in the air. The cold morning
had made my fingers numb, but my thoughts moved freely in a warmer
climate of their own. I was being magnetized to a distant meet of
the hounds, not so much through my sporting instinct as by the
appeal which Denis Milden had made to my imagination. That he would
be there was the idea uppermost in my mind. My fears lest I should
again make a fool of myself were, for the moment, as far below me
as my feet. Humdrum home life was behind me; in the freshness of
the morning I was setting out for an undiscovered country. . .
.

My reverie ended when Sheila
slithered on a frozen puddle and Dixon told me to pay attention to
what I was doing and not slouch about in the saddle. Having brought
me back to reality he inspected his watch and said we were well up
to time. A mile or two before we got to the meet he stopped at an
inn, where he put our horses into the stable for twenty minutes,
‘to give them a chance to stale.’ Then, seeing that I was looking
rather pinched with the cold, he took me indoors and ordered a
large glass of hot milk, which I should be jolly glad of, he said,
before the day was out. The inn-parlour smelt of stale liquor, but
I enjoyed my glass of milk.

The meet itself was an intensified
rendering of my initiatory one. I was awed by my consciousness of
having come twelve miles from home. And the scene was made
significant by the phrase ‘one of their best meets.’ In the light
of that phrase everything appeared a little larger than life:
voices seemed louder, coats a more raucous red, and the entire
atmosphere more acute with imminent jeopardy than at Finchurst
Green. Hard-bitten hunting-men rattled up in gigs, peeled off their
outer coverings, and came straddling along the crowded lane to look
for their nags. Having found them, they spoke in low tones to the
groom and swung themselves importantly into the saddle as though
there were indeed some desperate business on hand. . . .

Heron’s Gate was a featureless
wayside inn at the foot of a green knoll. I had not yet caught a
glimpse of Denis when the procession moved away toward Park Wood,
but I looked upward and identified the bulky black Windmill, which
seemed to greet me with a friendly wave of its sails, as much as to
say, “Here I am, you see—a lot bigger than they marked me on the
map!” The Windmill consoled me; it seemed less inhuman, in its own
way, than the brusque and bristling riders around me. When we
turned off the road and got on to a sodden tussocked field, they
all began to be in a hurry; their horses bucked and snorted and
shook their heads as they shot past me—the riders calling out to
one another with uncouth matutinal jocularities.

I was frightened, and I might have
wondered why I was there at all if I had been old enough to analyze
my emotions. As it was I felt less forlorn and insecure when we
pulled up outside Park Wood and I caught sight of Denis on his
chestnut pony. For the time being, however, he was unapproachable.
With a gesture of characteristic independence he had turned his
back on the jostling riders, who were going one by one into the
wood through a narrow hunting-gate. I envied the unhesitating
self-reliance with which he cantered along the field, turned his
pony to put it at the low fence, and landed unobtrusively in the
wood. It was all accomplished with what I should to-day describe as
an unbroken rhythm. Thirty years ago I simply thought “Why can’t I
ride like that?” as I tugged nervously at Sheila’s sensitive mouth
and only just avoided bumping my knee against the gatepost as I
went blundering into the covert. Dixon conducted me along one of
the by-paths which branched from the main-ride down the middle.

“We’ll have to keep our ears open
or they’ll slip away without us,” he remarked sagely. “It’s an
awkward old place to get a fox away from, though, and we may be
here most of the morning.” Secretly I hoped we should be.

Where we rode the winter sunshine
was falling warmly into the wood, though the long grass in the
shadows was still flaked with frost. A blackbird went scolding away
among the undergrowth, and a jay was setting up a clatter in an
ivied oak. Some distance off Jack Pitt was shouting ‘Yoi-over’ and
tooting his horn in a leisurely sort of style. Then we turned a
corner and came upon Denis. He had pulled his pony across the path,
and his face wore a glum look which, as I afterwards learnt to
know, merely signified that, for the moment, he had found nothing
worth thinking about. The heavy look lifted as I approached him
with a faltering smile, but he nodded at me with blunt solemnity,
as if what thoughts he had were elsewhere.

“Morning. So you managed to get
here.” That was all I got by way of greeting. Somewhat discouraged,
I could think of no conversational continuance. But Dixon gave him
the respectful touch of the hat due to a ‘proper little sportsman’
and, more enterprising than I, supplemented the salute with “Bit
slow in finding this morning sir?”

“Won’t be much smell to him when
they do. Sun’s too bright for that.” He had the voice of a boy, but
his manner was severely grown-up.

There was a brief silence, and then
his whole body seemed to stiffen as he stared fixedly at the
undergrowth. Something rustled the dead leaves; not more than ten
yards from where we stood, a small russet animal stole out on to
the path and stopped for a photographic instant to take a look at
us. It was the first time I had ever seen a fox, though I have seen
a great many since—both alive and dead. By the time he had slipped
out of sight again I had just begun to realize what it was that had
looked at me with such human alertness. Why I should have behaved
as I did I will not attempt to explain, but when Denis stood up in
his stirrups and emitted a shrill “Huick-holler,” I felt
spontaneously alarmed for the future of the fox.

“Don’t do that; they’ll catch him!”
I exclaimed.

The words were no sooner out of my
mouth than I knew I had made another fool of myself. Denis gave me
one blank look and galloped off to meet the huntsman, who could
already be heard horn-blowing in our direction in a maximum
outburst of energy.

“Where’d ye see ’im cross, sir?” he
exclaimed, grinning at Denis with his great purple face, as he came
hustling along with a few of his hounds at his horse’s heels.

Denis indicated the exact spot; a
moment later the hounds had hit off the line, and for the next ten
or fifteen minutes I was so actively preoccupied with my exertions
in following Dixon up and down Park Wood that my indiscretion was
temporarily obliterated. I was, in fact, so busy and flurried that
I knew nothing of what was happening except that ‘our fox’ was
still running about inside the wood. When he did take to the open
he must have slipped away unnoticed, for after we had emerged the
hounds feathered dubiously over a few fields and very soon I found
myself at a standstill.

Dixon was beside me, and he watched
intently the mysterious operations of Jack Pitt, who was trotting
across a ploughed field with the pack behind him. Dixon explained
that he was ‘making a cast.’ “He must be a long way ahead of us;
they could scarcely speak to him after they took the line out of
covert,” he commented.

All this was incomprehensible to
me, but I was warned by my previous blunder and confined myself to
a discreet nod. Dixon then advised me not to wear my cap on the
back of my head: I pulled the wretched thing well down over my eyes
and made a supreme effort to look like a ‘hard man to hounds’ . . .
I watched the riders who were chatting to one another in sunlit
groups; they seemed to be regarding the proceedings of Jack Pitt
with leisurely indifference.

Denis, as usual, had detached
himself from his immediate surroundings, and was keeping an alert
eye on the huntsman’s head as it bobbed up and down along the far
side of a fence. Dixon then made his only reference to my recent
misconception of the relationship between foxes and hounds. “Young
Mr. Milden won’t think much of you if you talk like that. He must
have thought you a regular booby!” Flushed and mortified, I
promised to be more careful in future. But I knew only too well
what a mollycoddle I had made of myself in the estimation of the
proper little sportsman on whom I had hoped to model myself. . . .
“Don’t do that; they’ll catch him!” . . . It was too awful to dwell
on. Lord Dumborough would be certain to hear about it, and would
think worse of me than ever he did of a keeper who left the earths
unstopped. . . . And even now some very sporting-looking people
were glancing at me and laughing to one another about something.
What else could they be laughing about except my mollycoddle
remark? Denis must have told them, of course. My heart was full of
misery. . . . Soon afterwards I said in a very small voice, “I
think I want to go home now, Tom.” . . . On the way home I
remembered that Denis didn’t even know my name.
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