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The Otter . 2y

Bst ¥

By HEN RY WILLIAMSON

MNE morning a stranger called at my cotl and suid

that there was a dead otter hung up outside a farm-

house door in his village. The otter had beenshotthe

evening before. A farmer had seen it crossing his
pasture, near a stream, while rabbiting just before twilight,
“Why had he shot it¥ I cried hotly. “Well’, replied the stranger,
‘when I asked the farmer the same question, he merely
replied, “Whart good be it, anyway?™" * He told me that the omer
had been an object of much interest in the Ebrington Arms
the previous night, and also of considerable argument about
its being able, or unable, to breathe tnder water. It was, of
course, added my visitor, a land beast that got its living in
the water, chiefly at night.

‘But here’s the point’, he said. "The otter was a birch otter,
and there's a litter of cubs somewhers by the rverside’. He
believed he knew where they were: in a drain running down
from a marsh. He himself was a crock, he said, having been
badly hit in the War, and couldn't dig; but would I care to
lend a hand, in the hope of saving the cubs? Rather. T left my
writing-table glecfully, and with my 1% aniel pup leapimg and
frisking around nt,nﬂumd:mw ere & pony and mlc
were waiting. weren't many mofor-cars in
those days, and our journey along the sumken lanes to the
valley where my new friend lived ook the best partof anhour.
It was early spring, and the stony surface of the lane was -
ning cverywhere with water. The shaggy little moor pony
went down the last steep descent very slowly, leaning back
agzinst the shafis, while the spaniel, forbidden to go into the
fields because of rabbit traps, ran backwards and forwards,
lifting his nose and then stopping to stare reproachfully ar me.
1 was as eager for quicker progress as he was, although neither
of us knew what a difference that journey beside the jingle was
going to make to our household. Our howsehold, 1 must tel]
you, at this peri mmsisleduffhe:lugundm}‘sdf,amﬂl
black-and-white cat with one kitten, and 2 pair of white owls.
Various other birds had lodged with us for short
magpies, a carrion crow, and & diving bird called 2 razorbill,
which I found on the shore one day with its feathers clogged by
oil-fuel. Tt was a wild little community, one commonly said
in the village 1o be ‘mazed’, chiefly becanse the cottage windows
wers open night and da*r,butmmmmumwaqum

gy =

rwo hours later, my spaniel was his tail-
mmp,ahdwmnmgaumuﬂy,mkmwwhnnmsim
holding in my hands. The dog had never seen nor smelled such
a creature, When it was put on the ground, be didn’tknow whar
to do about it. He gurgled, he yowled, he barked with puzzied
excitement, he licked it, he pushed it with his nose, e licked &t
again. It was about the size of a rat, and yet it had not birten
him, a& a rar recently had, in his nose. It was like a small
rabbit, vet it did not run away. Indeed, it could scarcely
crawl. And it made slight, snuffling, mewing noises as it sought
around it blindly with s wide, flat head and minute, blunt
nose. ‘Good boy, Bielll” I said to the spaniel, as I put it in my
pocket. We had opened the carthenware dmin—which was
choked higher up the marshy field—with careful blows of a
pick, where we had heard the mewing cries, and found within
two cubs, one of them lukewarm, just dead. It had died of
starvaton.

The immediate thing was how to feed this small, soft
animal, pushing so languidly against my hands. We took it to
my friend’s house, and gave it cow’s milk diloted with warm
water, in a fountsin-pen filler, through 2 hole nipped in the
rubber squeezer. The cub sucked several fills and then fell
asleep in some cotton wool. My friend was pleased with his
new pet.

I remurned home in the evening, to be greeted by the littde
Hack-and-white cat mewing as she ran along the wall of the
garden, her tail fluffed up. She always waited on the wall for
us, and showed her affection for the spaniel by herself

against him and purring loudly, although always the dog
pgrmmd]:u:r Llita ﬁr:andfnrparndan&saldmmmsuppcr L
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sat in the rall-backed Windsor chair, cat on one side of me and
dog on the other, both looking up and Ywaiting tit-bits. After-
wards I browsed before the teak-wood fire, while the spaniel
slept against my feet and the linde cat curled wp mmsttbe
dog. The next moming T was sitting at the able and writing
Dandelron Dhavs, while the cat nursed her kitten and our tame
chaffinch hopped about the floor for crombs, The chaffinch
came every morming, but the cat knew the bird and never mried
to catch it. Suddenty as T was writing the dog sprang wp and
ru;hedl:arhngmmth:dﬁngﬂu?u age-way outside: the
chaffinch flew away: the cat, all fled to the dog’s
help. Mf‘lshmtndmhsm,‘mxﬂ_mmﬁm@!‘mshnk
back, following my friend of the day before, carrying the omer
cub. ‘I'm afraid ir's going to die’, he said. *The cow's mill is
obwiously no good. Forgive my bumting in like this, bur T
thought you might know what to do’. We looked at the cub
&:blymmgmﬁetabhﬁmmﬂ&mﬂdmhﬁhndhgs

before rouching it, and merely tapped it, and bheld her head on
one side when its mouth and urtered an meudible

mew, It was inaudible to me; bur the car must have heard ir,
fmsh‘:puthnrbudmnmsm and guizzed it with a new
interest. I noticsd that the 5 of her eyes were round and
very black, Then she furrively abour her, as though
thinking of escape; then she cocked her head sidevays agum;
suddenty swore at it, and jumped off the table and padded .
the wooden stairs to the bedroom above, where her kitten
lyingmth:dﬂgshsh:LIfuihw:dh:rup,lmlsh:
pathetically at me. Her eyes were stll very dark
Sb.:-wulﬁs'lhmafuruld little more than a
the kitten downstairs and put it on the

m'tercuh I rubbed their noses together, and
rtu:m:u.e! I pur therm on the stone floor, side by side,
the kitten began to cry out, feeling the
anxiously, the car came pattering down the
lndglmglu?ﬂf!tﬂsmm,mtsmghtmmﬁb:mdt
several attempts to pick it wp by the soruff, but she was wo
small, and, looking up at my face, asked me, with the faintest
mew, to cary it for ber. T picked up cub and Kiten together
and sat’ on the edge of the table, and she sprang up hghdy
beside me, rubbed her ear on my hand, and then lay down on
my lap and happily while both snuggled into her. And
thereafter otter cub was fed and washed and enjoyed
equally with her own Kitten, il it was sirong and well
enoupgh to go back to its owner. For there was no question
that my friend wanted the cub for himself: and be had made
fne swear to secrecy wiile it was in my care.

He brought it op on a borde, and by midsummer it had
grown bigger than the little cat which had wndoubredly saved
its life. Let me describe its appearance. It kad short, thick fur,
brown as 2 bulrush: a long, low body which seemed w glide
over the ground, mshnmmhﬁa:hﬂﬂuﬂgw} thick
and strong, tapering to the end. Its head was wide and farter
than a cat’s head, mﬂ!smgﬂmalmmtﬁiddminiufm’,ubd
a wide mouth set with whiskers. Its feet were like a dog's feet,
but sturdier, more splayed, and there was a web of skin
between each of itz toes. How it loved a watening-can! Or
better, 2 hose-pipe turned into a zine washing bath on the
lawn under the trees! It would roll on 1ts back in the
water, and try to clutch and bite the jet. The water smoothed
its hair, and gave it resembiance to a small seal, Of myselr
and its master it knew no fear, indeed it would ron to emther
meufuswhmuuwusm[hnglrden but of strangers
it was suspicious, gliding away on its almost invesible
legs and returning and stopping again, perhaps to open its
mmmmdumamufgrﬂwhnghlu It had two call srsnds
to its master—one like fingers drawn down a wer par. of glass,
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and the other a greeting oy of fuchatuck, It was fed on milk,
on fish, on part-cooked rabbit Azsh mixed with dog-biscuit and
verctables. All that summer it ran in the garden or followed
its master on his slow bobbling walks by rhe river and down
the sunken lanes. It came to know my spaniel, and the two
would play together. And during the following autumn, while
its master was away in hospital, it came to live in my cottage,
a secret and hidden guest dering the day, and a rover with us
at night. Usually at twilight we went for 2 walk down the
valley, hunting in the kitth: runner or stream for cols and tront.
And one night, when it had gone farther from me than vsual,
I heard a sudden hissing and chattering coming from a distant
dark hedpe with the
excited and dizmaved
?t]]:lin; of the spaniel.
ran over 1o the
noises. The otter was
ina rabbit gin. It rolled
and twisted as it bt
the iron, and them its
paw, rolling and blow-
mg in fear, and snap-
ping ar the spamiel,
whost sudden agonised
bowling old thar the
sharp, imcurved teeth
had met in s Eody
somewhere. I took off
my coat and threw it
over the otier, wheose
frenzy of strength was
amaring. It was some
time before I managed
to hold it between my
koees and then, with
my hands, depress the
steel spring of the trap.
Feeling the wounded
paw, it seemed 10 me
that three of the 1oes
were almost severed.
1 was bracing myself to
hold it firmly in the
coat, when suddenly
the coat was empry.

For an bour, mwo
howrs, three hours, I
searched down the
valley, calling and lis-
1ening, while the idiot
spamie!  thought we
were after rabbits, I
never S it again. But
v, did T ever see 1t
again® I ¢an never be
certain.  Two  years
fater I found the im-
print of an otter's feer
by the lonely bop of Cranmere, forty miles south of my
village, where five rivers have their beginnings; and one seal,
or impression, appeared o be marred, Could it be? On that
vast silence of pear and warer and heather only the starled
chirrup of a solitary pipit answered my thowghr,

The otter is a wanderer, a gipsy of the waters. Sometimes
it crosses from one watershed o another in 15 rovings,
travelling and feeding by oight and usually lying up by day
in a holt under the roots of riverside trees, on rocky ledges,
in mussocks of rushes, or on the mossy boughs of great
old oaks overhanging streams, basking in sunlight or in rainy
weather sleeping curled within their hollow trunks. The otter
hunters, with their hounds, know thesz places, which are
used again and again, sexson after seasen, and maybe century
after century, by wandering oters. 1 saw many otters killed
after long hunts durtng the summer days, when the rivers were
Jow and at last the hunted beasts could swim o maore, but in
their last desperare fatigne tumed to face their enemies, and
were crushed and pulled and Broken in the deep-growling worry:
1 saw many killed thus—but never one with a maimed paw.

A

tail, thick and strong,

G

The otter ‘had short, thick fur, brown 2s 8 bulresh; o long, low body . . . and n long
tapering 1o the end’

Cmee 2 friend old me of an otter found drowned in a crab-
pot on the coast of the Severn Sea, and thither I went, and
sought and found the fisherman: but it was not my otter.

And one winter might I heard 2 cry as of phover whistles,
soft and oft repeared, in the darkness outside the cotmage, and
the cat heard it too, and her fur Soffed ow before the fire and
her eyes were suddenly large and dark, and the spaniel sprang
up and ran whining to the small round cat-hole near the
bottom of the door. Ouiside the churchyard elms were seeth-
ing, the Atlantic rain lashing down, the streamiet was thick and
noisy—and in the feeble rays of the ebectric torch I saw a rwin
glint, and then—nothing. Had the otter chanced this way,
following the stream
down from the hill,
and coming 1w the
waterfall where soofien
itand its human friend
had played in the dark-
ness — remembersd —
and been  anguished
with memory?  Ondy
the rn from the At-
lantic, beatng down
on tree and thatch and
gravestone, koew the
AMEWET,

Two days iater an
ofter was caught in a
rabbit trap on the high
ground overlooking the
sandhills and the esu-
ary of the Two Rivers,
and when I heard of it
I wem dowm 1o the
village near the sea, and
spoke to the tmpper
who had beaten it to
death with a stck. But
the ‘girt-mousey-col-
onred fitch”, he said,
had oo scar on either
of its forepaws: it was
a ‘girt broad-headed
dog-fitch’ whose skin
wasworth ten shillings.
A bit of luck, they
agreed with him in the
nn.
The stationmaster of
one of the lnthe West
Country stations which
still have ol lamps and
rambler rosss  was
trouting one evening
when he notced he
was being followed by
an ofter. For more
than ten mimutes as he
went slowly upstream, casting his line, the oner followed
him. It ‘snorted ar him like a seal” he declared afterwards,
saying that it must have been after the fish in his creel. Had
th: orer cubs ‘laid-up” in some drain or holt by the river?
Ceould 1t have been my otter—once so faithful and affecnonate
—disturbsd agamn by z feeling within nself which it did not
undersiand?

And the otier I saw once near the cave of seals below the
beadland —where the peregnine falcons have had their eyre
for perhaps a thousand centuries, perhaps even before the large
woasels ook to hunting Bsh in the nvers, and thus became
webbed and streamlined and deep-chested for underwater
hunting—the otter which ran towards me over the g grey
boulders at the edge of the sea, and hesitated, and stared, and
was so perturbed by apparent curiosity, even as I was?

And 1 recall suddenly coming upon a happy family play.ng
under the waterfall of the stocam near my cottage by the tall
beech trees—ihe white surge of water and the dark heads
moving there—was my olter among them, sliding over the
falls again and aprain, 2 merry party of water-weassis whisthng
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and fluting and clutching one another in play, while the trout
in the pool below were hidden in terror in their holes and
bovers of the rock?

And was it, perhaps, the otter which came upon 2 thousand
vearling trowt, so carefully resred and tended in the Lle
hatchery at the bottom of the garden, and finding this sudden
wealth, spent it royally, according to its nature, so that only
seven were left uncaten the next day?

And amrl:hcr_murniug, just before sunrise, a3 T was walking
by the dawn-silvery stream, I heard a grear splashing and
farrowing in the gravel shallows above the Viaducr Pool,
sccompanied by growling and *hurring’ noises—and there was
an atter dragging a salmen by one of the fish’s pectoral fins.
It had hunted the fish about the pool. and driven it upstream
to the shallows where in its terror it had beached irself. I

"THE LISTENER

Be3
watched the otter tearing at the fesh of the shoulder—and

“then the otter saw me. It seemed to flatten and spread itself

ifto the water, Bke brown oil, and went down with the current.
I waded across 1o the twitching fish, and was about to bang it
on the head with a stone when the ofter returned, pattering
up the shallow. I also stood still, staring. Wasn't that brown,
flat head, back-sloping, familiar . . . surely the off front paw
was maimed . . . and those small eyes starng at me . . .
“Tuckareck—tuckatuck” [ called, “tuckamsck—muckatock”, Was
there an answering cry or was it the ¢ry of the river, the eteral
cry of water striking rock and stone and gravel-bed, all the way
down from the moor to the sea, wherein 1tz wandening life 1=
forgotten? [ can never know. And that lower half of a skull
found on the sandy shore by the estuary—with most of the
teeth fallen out . . . an otter’s jaw. I wonder . . . I wonder,
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