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    In The Ivory Child, a fateful summons draws Allan Quatermain toward a gleaming idol whose serene face masks a struggle between destiny, belief, and the human hunger for power.

This novel endures as a classic because it distills the irresistible current of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century adventure into a tale that marries urgent pacing with metaphysical astonishment. H. Rider Haggard’s mastery of the imperial romance gives the book its momentum, but its longevity rests on something deeper: the uneasy dance between rational courage and the eerie, unaccountable forces that shadow human endeavor. Readers have long valued the way the story crystallizes an era’s anxieties and aspirations, while later adventure narratives inherited its expedition framework, its atmospheric sense of place, and its fascination with sacred objects that test the limits of mortal resolve.

Written by H. Rider Haggard and first published in 1916, The Ivory Child belongs to the Allan Quatermain cycle and unfolds largely in Africa. Without compromising surprises, its premise is clear: an unexpected embassy appeals to Quatermain for aid, drawing him across forbidding landscapes toward a remote people whose fate hinges on a revered ivory effigy. The journey promises negotiation, peril, and ritual, with a seasoned hunter serving as interpreter between worlds. Composed amid the upheavals of the early twentieth century, the novel channels the period’s appetite for romance and wonder while affirming Haggard’s distinct blend of action, mystery, and moral inquiry.

Haggard’s purpose in The Ivory Child is not simply to thrill, though the book’s incidents seldom slacken. He sets out to test the borders where empirical nerve meets the unseen, using Quatermain’s hard-won pragmatism as a foil for omens, vows, and the stubborn magnetism of the sacred. By immersing readers in a landscape whose dangers are physical and spiritual, Haggard invites contemplation of courage as both technique and temperament. He also explores how stories—prophecies, legends, and private vows—shape conduct, asserting themselves even when reason resists. The result is an adventure that asks what kind of faith, if any, endures under pressure.

As part of the larger Quatermain saga, the novel refines the persona that made Haggard famous: a professional hunter whose skills in tracking, negotiation, and survival carry him into the heart of political and spiritual crises. Readers familiar with earlier African romances will recognize the alternating rhythms of march and camp, council and conflict, and the steady voice that weighs risk without bravado. Yet The Ivory Child adds an intensifying focus on rite and symbol. The titular object is not treasure in a mercenary sense; it is a fulcrum of collective identity, and Quatermain’s decisions turn as much on respect and prudence as on personal daring.

Stylistically, the book combines clear, direct narration with an aura of the uncanny. Haggard is attentive to natural detail—light on cliffs, the hush of bush at dawn—but he counterpoints realism with ceremonial scenes where music, movement, and silence carry as much weight as dialogue. The ivory motif functions both as material marvel and moral mirror, reflecting the paradox of innocence used to sanction power. Scenes of travel, parley, and test build a cadence that feels episodic yet purposeful, drawing the reader through thresholds where custom becomes command and rumor clarifies into terrifying fact. The result is atmosphere achieved through restraint rather than excess.

Its influence is traceable in countless expedition tales and in the modern appetite for the adventure-archaeology plot, where a relic becomes the axis around which danger and meaning spin. Subsequent authors have echoed its triangulation of guide, patrons, and guardians of sacred things, as well as its method of letting landscapes shape destiny. The Ivory Child also helped normalize a tension that still animates popular fiction: the push and pull between skepticism and wonder inside a practical protagonist. By anchoring mystery in concrete ordeal, Haggard provided a durable template for stories that grapple with the price of trespassing on consecrated ground.

The novel’s initial setup is deceptively simple. Messengers seek Quatermain’s help to confront a crisis entwined with a cherished icon and an ominous prophecy. Accepting, he moves from the comforts of civilization into territories where law is custom, and judgment is entwined with survival. He encounters factions whose rival claims are not merely political but sacred, and whose leaders demand proof measured in steadfastness rather than speech. Marches through harsh country, councils under starlight, and tests of nerve ensue, each drawing him nearer to the moment when action will carry religious consequence. The narrative sustains suspense without forfeiting clarity of purpose or respect for ritual.

Thematically the book navigates faith and skepticism, duty and self-preservation, courage and the lure of fatalism. Quatermain’s practical ethics—keep your word, weigh the odds, safeguard your companions—are set against ceremonial obligations that appear absolute to their adherents. The ivory effigy, emblem of purity and power, concentrates questions about innocence as instrument, and about whether ends ever justify the means. Fate haunts the margins, but so does the conviction that character remains decisive. The story probes how fear is managed rather than vanquished, and how authority, when draped in sanctity, can either protect a community or lead it toward ruin.

Read today, The Ivory Child also invites reflection on its imperial context. It bears the assumptions and limitations of its era, particularly in its portrayals of Africa and cross-cultural encounter. Yet the narrative presents moments of negotiation, admiration, and self-scrutiny that complicate easy judgments. A critical modern reader can appreciate the craft—the pacing, the descriptive power, the moral testing—even while interrogating the lenses through which people and places are seen. The book’s tension between respect for custom and the impulse to intervene opens a space for discussion about authority, representation, and the responsibilities of storytellers who set their dramas within living cultures.

For contemporary audiences, the appeal lies in propulsion wedded to atmosphere, in the steadfast protagonist confronted by irresolvable dilemmas, and in the sense that the most perilous journeys are both outward and inward. The novel offers the pleasures of pathfinding—tracks read at dawn, bargains struck at dusk—while meditating on the costs of influence and the ambiguity of victory. Its sacred object is never merely a prize; it is a test of values. Readers attentive to character will find a humane intelligence at work in Quatermain, and readers drawn to mystery will recognize the shiver that attends any encounter with the numinous.

The Ivory Child thus stands as an adventure that contemplates belief, an expedition that becomes an examination of conscience. Written by H. Rider Haggard in 1916, it distills his signature blend of realism and wonder into a narrative that moves briskly yet resonates beyond its final page. Its lasting power rests on vivid setting, quietly eloquent prose, and a hero whose courage is tempered by judgment. It remains relevant because it stages enduring human questions—about loyalty, leadership, and the uses of the sacred—within a story that never forgets to entertain. For these qualities, it rightly keeps its place in the adventure canon.





Synopsis




Table of Contents




    The Ivory Child follows Allan Quatermain, the experienced hunter and narrator, who is drawn into a new venture by two enigmatic Eastern priests, Harut and Marut. They arrive with a request that blends diplomacy, prophecy, and urgency, asking for help on behalf of a distant people known as the Kendah. Their appeal intersects with the life of Lord Ragnall, an English nobleman previously touched by mysterious warnings. The priests speak of a looming crisis involving a sacred object called the Ivory Child and a ruthless rival faction. Reluctant but intrigued, Quatermain consents to advise and, if necessary, to lead an expedition into unknown territory.

Before departure, the priests outline a tradition that shapes the stakes. The Kendah nation is divided: the peaceful White Kendah guard a holy image whose steady smile, they claim, protects their land, while the warlike Black Kendah follow a destructive elephant-god known as Jana. A foreign woman, linked to Lord Ragnall by marriage, is foretold to play a role in sacred rites far from England. This convergence of personal fate and national peril clarifies the mission. The party must reach the hidden country, confront a threat embodied both in a cult and a creature, and discover what the Ivory Child’s sacred presence truly governs.

Quatermain assembles a compact company, including his resourceful companion Hans, and joins Lord Ragnall for the journey. Their route takes them through East Africa’s ports, into caravan trails, and across zones where local chiefs and Arabic traders hold sway. Signs of watchfulness follow them, suggesting plans at work beyond their control. Practical difficulties mount: water and forage, hostile terrain, and the need for discretion. As they march inland, the narrative balances logistics and rumor, setting a patient pace that emphasizes method and caution. The priests offer riddling guidance while withholding specifics, maintaining tension about the dangers that await.

Encounters on the trail hint at the opposition’s reach. Scouts test the expedition’s defenses, and emissaries propose doubtfully framed truces. Quatermain relies on steady routines, sound marksmanship, and discipline to keep the caravan intact. Dreams and portents appear, with Harut and Marut interpreting symbols that foreshadow a decisive meeting with Jana. The travelers cross escarpments and river systems, gradually leaving familiar maps behind. The boundary of the Kendah domain announces itself with religious markers and wary reception parties. Through negotiation and displayed restraint, the expedition secures passage to an inner country where ritual authority and military preparedness closely interact.

Within Kendahland, distinctions between the two factions become clear. The White Kendah live in fortified settlements governed by priests of the Ivory Child, who present the image as a benevolent force. The Black Kendah exhibit a martial culture, centered on fear and the prestige of the great elephant Jana. Quatermain observes both piety and anxiety among the White Kendah: they hint that the Ivory Child’s protective influence has been compromised. Lord Ragnall’s wife, long associated with prophecy, is drawn into ceremonies whose purpose is to restore balance and confirm divine favor. The atmosphere mixes respect, concern, and carefully measured secrecy.

Rituals and councils set the stage for conflict. The priests disclose that the Ivory Child’s power depends on wholeness, and that a symbolic defacement or loss has emboldened their enemies. Strategies are debated: whether to entrench and wait, or to strike at the source of awe that sustains the Black Kendah. Quatermain contributes practical counsel on scouting and defense, while Lord Ragnall navigates the personal strain of his wife’s role as an oracle. Tensions rise as news of raids and preparations arrives. The narrative underscores the convergence of spiritual and tactical fronts, with decisions made under pressure and incomplete knowledge.

Skirmishes follow, testing both sides’ morale. Ambushes in broken country reveal the Black Kendah’s confidence in Jana’s terror, and the White Kendah’s reliance on sacred assurances. Hans proves indispensable as a scout, turning intelligence into survivable engagements. A plan forms to meet the symbolic heart of the threat directly. Guided by the priests, Quatermain advances toward a secluded region linked with the elephant cult and with the fate of the image. The approach is methodical, emphasizing terrain, equipment, and timing. The narrative builds to a confrontation whose outcome will shape not only the war but the standing of the Ivory Child itself.

After the central encounter, the story addresses consequences rather than detailing outcomes. Political alignments shift, and the weight of ritual authority changes hands. The priests interpret events as a recalibration of favor, while leaders assess losses and future risks. Matters concerning Lady Ragnall focus on identity, memory, and the cost of serving as a vessel for belief, with decisions taken to preserve dignity and safety. Arrangements are made for departure, subject to formal leave-taking and vows demanded by tradition. Quatermain observes these proceedings with measured detachment, attentive to the complex intersection of faith, fear, and the pragmatic needs of governance.

The expedition returns by stages, with reflections on endurance and the limits of prediction. Quatermain notes that courage, discipline, and fidelity to companions can coexist with mysteries that resist explanation. The Ivory Child comes to represent the fragile social contract that restrains violence, while Jana embodies the momentum of fear and jealousy. The book closes by reaffirming the value of steadiness amid uncertainty. Without proclaiming definitive judgments, it presents a chain of causes and effects in which belief, leadership, and circumstance shape outcomes. The narrative leaves a residual sense that distant traditions and modern action continually test one another.
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    H. Rider Haggard situates The Ivory Child principally in the eastern African interior during the late nineteenth century, a period straddling the climax of the Scramble for Africa and the consolidation of European protectorates. The terrain invoked—highlands, forest belts, and caravan paths linking the coast to inland kingdoms—reflects regions shaped by ivory caravans running to coastal entrepôts. The protagonist Allan Quatermain moves through spaces where imperial authority is intermittent and mediated by local chiefs, trade brokers, and religious authorities. The book’s chronology aligns with the 1870s–1890s, a time when firearms, porters, and trade goods connected British, Arab-Swahili, and African polities across East and Central Africa.

The narrative also juxtaposes this African setting with scenes in late Victorian and Edwardian Britain, notably a great country house that anchors the presence of titled elites and collectors. Such estates mirror a class world of hunting clubs, museums, and cabinets of curiosities fed by imperial expeditions. The journey from Britain to Africa, via ports frequently associated with the Zanzibar trade nexus, compresses the era’s global circulations of capital, technology, and personnel. In this shifting geography, the story’s fictional Kendah domain evokes real frontier zones where spiritual authority, the ivory economy, and armed force intersected on the eve of formal colonization.

The Scramble for Africa (c. 1881–1914) climaxed with the Berlin Conference of 1884–1885, where European powers codified claims to African territories. The General Act of Berlin set “effective occupation” as the criterion of sovereignty and formalized free navigation on the Congo and Niger. Germany proclaimed German East Africa in 1885; Britain established protectorates over Uganda (1894) and British East Africa (1895). The novel’s remote, semi-independent enclave resembles the many uncharted regions that existed between lines on maps and on-the-ground control. By staging quests beyond surveyed frontiers, the book mirrors the legal fiction of borders that European diplomacy created in the 1880s.

The nineteenth-century East African ivory trade revolved around Zanzibar under Sultans Sayyid Said and Barghash, and merchant-networks led by figures such as Hamed bin Mohammed el Murjebi (Tippu Tip, 1837–1905). Caravans ran from the Congo and Great Lakes to Zanzibar, where tusks were exported to India, Europe, and America. British Consul Sir John Kirk pressed Sultan Barghash into the 1873 treaty prohibiting the export slave trade, though internal slavery and ivory caravans persisted. In the novel, the cult of a monstrous elephant god and the quest for tusks allegorize this trade: sacred ivory, power, and violence are entwined in a system the hero must confront and disrupt.

By the 1880s, Britain tightened control over the Zanzibar littoral and its mainland dependencies. The Heligoland–Zanzibar Treaty (1890) ceded Heligoland to Germany while confirming a British protectorate over Zanzibar, hastening the end of the public slave market (closed in 1890) and inaugurating new customs regimes. Tippu Tip accepted a governorship at Stanley Falls in 1887, illustrating the hybrid rule of merchant-warriors under changing sovereignties. The novel’s passage through coastal staging posts and into shadowy inland polities reflects how caravan corridors became colonial arteries. The transition from Arab-Swahili brokerage to British bureaucracy underpins its tension between older ritual economies and encroaching imperial order.

Big-game hunting culture, embodied by Frederick Courteney Selous (1851–1917), shaped British imaginaries of Africa in the 1870s–1890s. Selous’s A Hunter’s Wanderings in Africa (1881) and subsequent safaris normalized the ethos of the expert tracker, the heavy rifle, and the perilous elephant charge. Technological shifts—from muzzle-loaders to breech-loading Martini-Henry rifles and, later, nitro-express doubles—transformed hunting and warfare alike. The book’s scenes of tracking and facing an elephant deity, Jana, rework this hunting mythology into a moral trial. Quatermain’s skills and ethics recall Selous’s template, translating the hunter’s code into a test of leadership, nerve, and ritual destiny.

Infrastructure followed conquest: the Uganda Railway (1896–1901) linked Mombasa to Lake Victoria, founding Nairobi in 1899 and drawing settlers, soldiers, and officials inland. The Tsavo “man-eaters” episode (1898), recorded by Lt.-Col. J. H. Patterson, dramatized the hazards of building empire. Rail lines reoriented caravan economies, undercutting coastal middlemen and enabling rapid punitive expeditions and missionary work. Though the novel imagines a territory still off the map, its logistics—porters, guides, staging posts, and supply depots—reflect this new mobility. The railway and its feeder roads form the historical backdrop that makes an expeditionally organized rescue or hunt plausible within a few dry seasons.

Haggard’s South African service coincided with Britain’s annexation of the Transvaal (1877) by Theophilus Shepstone, triggering complex diplomatic and military entanglements. Haggard worked in Natal and the Transvaal administration between 1875 and 1882, witnessing the frictions among Zulu, Boer, and British authorities. He observed how proclamations from Pretoria or London had to be negotiated with chiefs and commandos on the ground. The novel’s measured attention to councils, oaths, and inter-polity diplomacy—mediated by translators, gifts, and ritual—derives from this milieu. It treats African sovereignty and European power as a lived, negotiated process rather than a mere fait accompli.

The Anglo-Zulu War of 1879, from the crossing of the Buffalo River in January to King Cetshwayo’s capture in August, reshaped southern African power. British disaster at Isandlwana (22 January) and the defense of Rorke’s Drift the same day framed the conflict’s drama; victory at Ulundi (4 July) dissolved centralized Zulu authority. Haggard’s proximity to Zulu politics informs his depictions of disciplined African armies, the weight of omens, and the binding force of regimental obligation. The Ivory Child channels this experience in its battle choreography and in the mutual misreadings between priestly elites and foreign intruders that precipitate violence.

The First Boer War (1880–1881), culminating in Boer victory at Majuba Hill (27 February 1881) and the Pretoria Convention (3 August 1881), exposed limits of imperial coercion. Britain restored nominal independence to the Transvaal under suzerainty, a constitutional compromise that foreshadowed future conflict. Haggard internalized the lessons of overreach, negotiation, and the fragility of authority. The book’s oscillation between force and diplomacy, and its suspicion that prophecy can legitimize power or precipitate folly, echoes this political education. Leadership in crisis—choosing when to withdraw, parley, or strike—recurs as a theme rooted in these southern African reversals.

Missionary and ethnographic encounters intensified in the Great Lakes region after 1877, when the Church Missionary Society arrived in Buganda, followed by the White Fathers in 1879. Translating scriptures, mediating intra-court rivalries, and founding schools, missionaries altered religious landscapes and political alliances. Confessional conflicts in Buganda (1885–1892), including the martyrdoms of 1885–1887, underscored the volatility of spiritual change. In the novel, a struggle between a priestly order and a rival cult dramatizes the era’s collision of belief systems. It mirrors how new doctrines and old ritual authorities vied for influence, with prophecy and spectacle mobilizing partisans on either side.

The Maji Maji Rebellion (1905–1907) in German East Africa arose from forced cotton cultivation and colonial exactions. Led by spirit mediums such as Kinjikitile Ngwale, whose “maji” medicine promised protection, diverse communities mounted a region-wide uprising that German forces crushed with famine-inducing scorched earth—killing an estimated 200,000 people. The novel’s emphasis on sacred objects, communal oaths, and the electrifying power of ritual recalls how prophetic movements could unify dispersed groups. While set earlier, its portrayal of mass mobilization through spiritual authority anticipates the political potency—and tragic vulnerabilities—seen in Maji Maji.

Atrocities in the Congo Free State (1885–1908) under King Leopold II—enforced by the Force Publique—exposed the brutal synergy of ivory and rubber extraction. International critics, including E. D. Morel and Roger Casement, organized the Congo Reform Association in 1904, prompting Belgium’s annexation in 1908. Reports of severed hands, hostage-taking, and quota terror circulated widely in Britain. The novel’s focus on tusks as tokens of power and on the costs of extraction resonates with this climate of outrage. Its imagined cultic economy distills real coercive systems that converted forests and bodies into commodities under the sign of “civilization.”

Aristocratic Britain confronted political change in the years 1909–1911, when the People’s Budget crisis curtailed the House of Lords’ veto, signaling a shift from landed dominance to democratic taxation. Country-house culture nonetheless remained a nexus of collecting and patronage, stocking museums and private galleries with African and Asian objects. In the book, a noble household frames expeditionary ambitions and cultic artifacts as topics of drawing-room conversation. By entwining titled wealth, philanthropy, and the romance of exploration, it reflects how elite leisure financed and legitimated imperial ventures, while also exposing the gulf between metropolitan curiosity and the realities of colonial extraction.

Fin-de-siècle fascination with the occult—seen in the Theosophical Society (founded 1875) and the Society for Psychical Research (founded 1882)—popularized hypnotism, clairvoyance, and comparative religion. Travelers’ tales blurred science and mysticism, while anthropologists assembled typologies of ritual. The novel’s Harût-and-Marût priesthood, its trances, and divinatory performances echo this milieu, staging encounters where “scientific” skepticism grapples with puissant ritual. By refusing to dismiss spiritual phenomena outright, Haggard aligns with a mainstream Victorian curiosity about unseen forces. The narrative uses this intellectual climate to question the adequacy of material explanations for authority, fate, and communal cohesion in crisis.

World War I (1914–1918) formed the publication context: The Ivory Child appeared in 1916 as Britain absorbed mass casualties and imperial theaters of war expanded. In East Africa, General Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck’s Schutztruppe waged a mobile campaign from 1914 to 1918, defeating a British-Indian force at Tanga (3–5 November 1914) and tying down Allied troops. The hunter-heroic ideal folded into soldierly service; Selous himself died near Beho Beho in January 1917. The novel’s motifs of sacrifice, endurance, and fateful confrontations channel wartime anxieties, projecting Europe’s ordeal onto an African stage where courage and loss acquire mythic resonance.

As a social and political critique, the book exposes the violence entailed in commodity frontiers, using the fetish of ivory and the cult of an elephant god to reveal how sacred narratives can mask extraction and coercion. It interrogates the legitimacy of authority—priestly, aristocratic, or imperial—by showing power reliant on spectacle, oaths, and force. The aristocratic expedition’s dependence on porters, guides, and local knowledge highlights unequal labor regimes and racial hierarchies that structured empire. By lingering on negotiation, miscommunication, and the costs of conquest, it questions civilizing rhetoric and foregrounds the precariousness of lives caught between prophecy and the gun.
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    H. Rider Haggard was an English novelist of the late Victorian and Edwardian periods, best known for adventure romances that helped shape the “lost world” genre. Rising to international prominence with King Solomon’s Mines and She, he fused brisk plotting with exotic settings and a fascination with antiquity, lore, and empire. His fiction, often set in Africa or distant pasts, combined quest narratives, occult overtones, and archaeological curiosity, becoming a touchstone of popular fiction. Prolific across fiction and nonfiction, he wrote for a mass readership while engaging contemporary debates about exploration, civilization, and progress. His work remains a key reference point in studies of imperial romance and popular narrative forms.

Haggard’s formal education was conventional but not university-based, and he later studied law before qualifying as a barrister in the early 1880s. His reading drew on classical literature, travel writing, and the romance tradition that animated much nineteenth-century fiction. Encounters with folklore and antiquarian interests—later reflected in his historical novels—shaped both his themes and his approach to narrative wonder. He also moved in literary circles attentive to myth and legend; his collaboration with Andrew Lang would underscore that affinity. These elements, combined with a practical legal training, contributed to the blend of methodical structure and visionary speculation that marks his most enduring works.

A decisive phase in Haggard’s formation came from his service in southern Africa in the late 1870s, where he held administrative posts under British rule. The landscapes, political upheavals, and cultural encounters of Natal and the Transvaal offered him material he would recast in fiction. Returning to England in the early 1880s, he balanced legal work with writing, drawing on his African experiences to give his stories a sense of immediacy and place. The contrast between provincial English life and the drama of colonial frontiers deepened his interest in peril, endurance, and leadership—qualities that would define the adventures of Allan Quatermain and other protagonists.

After apprentice novels such as Dawn and The Witch’s Head, Haggard achieved sensational success with King Solomon’s Mines in the mid-1880s, introducing Allan Quatermain, a professional hunter whose exploits anchored a long-running series. The sequel Allan Quatermain soon followed. She, published shortly thereafter, became one of the best-selling novels of its era and spawned a cycle centered on the enigmatic Ayesha. Haggard’s range extended beyond Africa: historical romances such as Cleopatra, Eric Brighteyes, and Montezuma’s Daughter reimagined ancient and medieval worlds. He also collaborated with Andrew Lang on The World’s Desire, a mythic romance, confirming his fascination with classical motifs and the overlay of legend on history.

Haggard’s fiction is marked by swift pacing, framed narratives, and a fusion of archaeology, mysticism, and high adventure. He popularized the idea of hidden kingdoms and “lost civilizations,” while probing anxieties and aspirations of a globalizing empire. His heroines and antagonists—most famously Ayesha—embody themes of authority, charisma, and perilous knowledge. Celebrated by general readers for narrative drive and vivid atmosphere, his books have also drawn critical scrutiny for their colonial perspectives and racial hierarchies. Contemporary scholarship often reads him both as an architect of imperial romance and as a writer whose work reveals the contradictions of his age, making his novels central to debates about genre and ideology.

Parallel to his fiction, Haggard wrote extensively on rural life and land policy, producing works such as A Farmer’s Year, Rural England, and The Poor and the Land. He visited farms, observed conditions firsthand, and served on public commissions and committees concerned with agriculture and settlement. His advocacy for smallholdings and revitalized countryside aligned with broader reformist currents in early twentieth-century Britain. Recognition followed in the form of public honors—he was knighted in the early twentieth century—reflecting the combined weight of his literary and civic contributions. This dual career anchored his reputation as both a storyteller of global reach and a commentator on domestic social issues.

In his later years, Haggard continued to publish novels, sequels, and essays, maintaining a large readership while his earlier books were repeatedly reprinted and adapted. He died in the mid-1920s, leaving a canon that helped define modern adventure fiction. Allan Quatermain became a prototype for subsequent treasure seekers and explorers, while She influenced portrayals of enigmatic power and immortality. His legacy is complex: celebrated for imagination and momentum, reassessed for imperial attitudes, and mined for insight into popular tastes of his time. Today his work is studied as both entertainment and cultural artifact, a bridge between Victorian romance and the mass adventures of the twentieth century.
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ALLAN GIVES A SHOOTING LESSON
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Now I, Allan Quatermain, come to the story of what was, perhaps, one of the strangest of all the adventures which have befallen me in the course of a life that so far can scarcely be called tame or humdrum.

Amongst many other things it tells of the war against the Black Kendah[1] people and the dead of Jana[2], their elephant god. Often since then I have wondered if this creature was or was not anything more than a mere gigantic beast of the forest. It seems improbable, even impossible, but the reader of future days may judge of this matter for himself.

Also he can form his opinion as to the religion of the White Kendah and their pretensions to a certain degree of magical skill. Of this magic I will make only one remark: If it existed at all, it was by no means infallible[1q]. To take a single instance, Harût and Marût were convinced by divination that I, and I only, could kill Jana, which was why they invited me to Kendahland. Yet in the end it was Hans who killed him. Jana nearly killed me!

Now to my tale.

In another history, called “The Holy Flower,” I have told how I came to England with a young gentleman of the name of Scroope, partly to see him safely home after a hunting accident, and partly to try to dispose of a unique orchid for a friend of mine called Brother John by the white people, and Dogeetah by the natives, who was popularly supposed to be mad, but, in fact, was very sane indeed. So sane was he that he pursued what seemed to be an absolutely desperate quest for over twenty years, until, with some humble assistance on my part, he brought it to a curiously successful issue. But all this tale is told in “The Holy Flower,” and I only allude to it here, that is at present, to explain how I came to be in England.

While in this country I stayed for a few days with Scroope, or, rather, with his fiancée and her people, at a fine house in Essex. (I called it Essex to avoid the place being identified, but really it was one of the neighbouring counties.) During my visit I was taken to see a much finer place, a splendid old castle with brick gateway towers, that had been wonderfully well restored and turned into a most luxurious modern dwelling. Let us call it “Ragnall,” the seat of a baron of that name.

I had heard a good deal about Lord Ragnall, who, according to all accounts, seemed a kind of Admirable Crichton[3]. He was said to be wonderfully handsome, a great scholar—he had taken a double first[4] at college; a great athlete—he had been captain of the Oxford boat at the University race; a very promising speaker who had already made his mark in the House of Lords; a sportsman who had shot tigers and other large game in India; a poet who had published a successful volume of verse under a pseudonym; a good solider until he left the Service; and lastly, a man of enormous wealth, owning, in addition to his estates, several coal mines and an entire town in the north of England.

“Dear me!” I said when the list was finished, “he seems to have been born with a whole case of gold spoons in his mouth. I hope one of them will not choke him,” adding: “Perhaps he will be unlucky in love.”

“That’s just where he is most lucky of all,” answered the young lady to whom I was talking—it was Scroope’s fiancée, Miss Manners—“for he is engaged to a lady that, I am told, is the loveliest, sweetest, cleverest girl in all England, and they absolutely adore each other.”

“Dear me!” I repeated. “I wonder what Fate has got up its sleeve for Lord Ragnall and his perfect lady-love?”

I was doomed to find out one day.

So it came about that when, on the following morning, I was asked if I would like to see the wonders of Ragnall Castle, I answered “Yes.” Really, however, I wanted to have a look at Lord Ragnall himself, if possible, for the account of his many perfections had impressed the imagination of a poor colonist like myself, who had never found an opportunity of setting his eyes upon a kind of human angel. Human devils I had met in plenty, but never a single angel—at least, of the male sex. Also there was always the possibility that I might get a glimpse of the still more angelic lady to whom he was engaged, whose name, I understood, was the Hon. Miss Holmes. So I said that nothing would please me more than to see this castle.

Thither we drove accordingly through the fine, frosty air, for the month was December. On reaching the castle, Mr. Scroope was told that Lord Ragnall, whom he knew well, was out shooting somewhere in the park, but that, of course, he could show his friend over the place. So we went in, the three of us, for Miss Manners, to whom Scroope was to be married very shortly, had driven us over in her pony carriage. The porter at the gateway towers took us to the main door of the castle and handed us over to another man, whom he addressed as Mr. Savage, whispering to me that he was his lordship’s personal attendant.

I remember the name, because it seemed to me that I had never seen anyone who looked much less savage. In truth, his appearance was that of a duke in disguise, as I imagine dukes to be, for I never set eyes on one. His dress—he wore a black morning cut-away coat—was faultless. His manners were exquisite, polite to the verge of irony, but with a hint of haughty pride in the background. He was handsome also, with a fine nose and a hawk-like eye, while a touch of baldness added to the general effect. His age may have been anything between thirty-five and forty, and the way he deprived me of my hat and stick, to which I strove to cling, showed, I thought, resolution of character. Probably, I reflected to myself, he considers me an unusual sort of person who might damage the pictures and other objects of art with the stick, and not seeing his way how to ask me to give it up without suggesting suspicion, has hit upon the expedient of taking my hat also.

In after days Mr. Samuel Savage informed me that I was quite right in this surmise. He said he thought that, judging from my somewhat unconventional appearance, I might be one of the dangerous class of whom he had been reading in the papers, namely, a “hanarchist[5].” I write the word as he pronounced it, for here comes the curious thing. This man, so flawless, so well instructed in some respects, had a fault which gave everything away. His h’s were uncertain. Three of them would come quite right, but the fourth, let us say, would be conspicuous either by its utter absence or by its unwanted appearance. He could speak, when describing the Ragnall pictures, in rotund and flowing periods that would scarcely have disgraced the pen of Gibbon. Then suddenly that “h” would appear or disappear, and the illusion was over. It was like a sudden shock of cold water down the back. I never discovered the origin of his family; it was a matter of which he did not speak, perhaps because he was vague about it himself; but if an earl of Norman blood had married a handsome Cockney kitchenmaid of native ability, I can quite imagine that Samuel Savage might have been a child of the union. For the rest he was a good man and a faithful one, for whom I have a high respect.

On this occasion he conducted us round the castle, or, rather, its more public rooms, showing us many treasures and, I should think, at least two hundred pictures by eminent and departed artists, which gave him an opportunity of exhibiting a peculiar, if somewhat erratic, knowledge of history. To tell the truth, I began to wish that it were a little less full in detail, since on a December day those large apartments felt uncommonly cold. Scroope and Miss Manners seemed to keep warm, perhaps with the inward fires of mutual admiration, but as I had no one to admire except Mr. Savage, a temperature of about 35 degrees produced its natural effect upon me.

At length we took a short cut from the large to the little gallery through a warmed and comfortable room, which I understood was Lord Ragnall’s study. Halting for a moment by one of the fires, I observed a picture on the wall, over which a curtain was drawn, and asked Mr. Savage what it might be.

“That, sir,” he replied with a kind of haughty reserve, “is the portrait of her future ladyship, which his lordship keeps for his private heye.”

Miss Manners sniggered, and I said:

“Oh, thank you. What an ill-omened kind of thing to do!”

Then, observing through an open door the hall in which my hat had been taken from me, I lingered and as the others vanished in the little gallery, slipped into it, recovered my belongings, and passed out to the garden, purposing to walk there till I was warm again and Scroope reappeared. While I marched up and down a terrace, on which, I remember, several very cold-looking peacocks were seated, like conscientious birds that knew it was their duty to be ornamental, however low the temperature, I heard some shots fired, apparently in a clump of ilex oaks which grew about five hundred yards away, and reflected to myself that they seemed to be those of a small rifle, not of a shotgun.

My curiosity being excited as to what was to be an almost professional matter, I walked towards the grove, making a circuit through a shrubbery. At length I found myself near to the edge of a glade, and perceived, standing behind the shelter of a magnificent ilex, two men. One of these was a young keeper, and the other, from his appearance, I felt sure must be Lord Ragnall himself. Certainly he was a splendid-looking man, very tall, very broad, very handsome, with a peaked beard, a kind and charming face, and large dark eyes. He wore a cloak upon his shoulders, which was thrown back from over a velvet coat, and, except for the light double-barrelled rifle in his hand, looked exactly like a picture by Van Dyck which Mr. Savage had just informed me was that of one of his lordship’s ancestors of the time of Charles I.

Standing behind another oak, I observed that he was trying to shoot wood-pigeons as they descended to feed upon the acorns, for which the hard weather had made them greedy. From time to time these beautiful blue birds appeared and hovered a moment before they settled, whereon the sportsman fired and—they flew away. Bang! Bang! went the double-barrelled rifle, and off fled the pigeon.

“Damn!” said the sportsman in a pleasant, laughing voice; “that’s the twelfth I have missed, Charles.”

“You hit his tail, my lord. I saw a feather come out. But, my lord, as I told you, there ain’t no man living what can kill pigeons on the wing with a bullet, even when they seem to sit still in the air.”

“I have heard of one, Charles. Mr. Scroope has a friend from Africa staying with him who, he swears, could knock over four out of six.”

“Then, my lord, Mr. Scroope has a friend what lies,” replied Charles as he handed him the second rifle.

This was too much for me. I stepped forward, raising my hat politely, and said:

“Sir, forgive me for interrupting you, but you are not shooting at those wood-pigeons in the right way. Although they seem to hover just before they settle, they are dropping much faster than you think. Your keeper was mistaken when he said that you knocked a feather out of the tail of that last bird at which you fired two barrels. In both cases you shot at least a foot above it, and what fell was a leaf from the ilex tree.”

There was a moment’s silence, which was broken by Charles, who ejaculated in a thick voice:

“Well, of all the cheek!”

Lord Ragnall, however, for it was he, looked first angry and then amused.

“Sir,” he said, “I thank you for your advice, which no doubt is excellent, for it is certainly true that I have missed every pigeon which I tried to shoot with these confounded little rifles. But if you could demonstrate in practice what you so kindly set out in precept, the value of your counsel would be enhanced.”

Thus he spoke, mimicking, I have no doubt (for he had a sense of humour), the manner of my address, which nervousness had made somewhat pompous.

“Give me the rifle,” I answered, taking off my greatcoat.

He handed it me with a bow.

“Mind what you are about,” growled Charles. “That there thing is full cocked and ‘air-triggered.”

I withered, or, rather, tried to wither him with a glance, but this unbelieving keeper only stared back at me with insolence in his round and bird-like eyes. Never before had I felt quite so angry with a menial. Then a horrible doubt struck me. Supposing I should miss! I knew very little of the manner of flight of English wood-pigeons, which are not difficult to miss with a bullet, and nothing at all of these particular rifles, though a glance at them showed me that they were exquisite weapons of their sort and by a great maker. If I muffed the thing now, how should I bear the scorn of Charles and the polite amusement of his noble master? Almost I prayed that no more pigeons would put in an appearance, and thus that the issue of my supposed skill might be left in doubt.

But this was not to be. These birds came from far in ones or twos to search for their favourite food, and the fact that others had been scared away did not cause them to cease from coming. Presently I heard Charles mutter:

“Now, then, look out, guv’nor. Here’s your chance of teaching his lordship how to do it, though he does happen to be the best shot in these counties.”

While he spoke two pigeons appeared, one a little behind the other, coming down very straight. As they reached the opening in the ilex grove they hovered, preparing to alight, for of us they could see nothing, one at a distance of about fifty and the other of, say, seventy yards away. I took the nearest, got on to it, allowing for the drop and the angle, and touched the trigger of the rifle, which fell to my shoulder very sweetly. The bullet struck that pigeon on the crop, out of which fell a shower of acorns that it had been eating, as it sank to the ground stone dead. Number two pigeon, realizing danger, began to mount upwards almost straight. I fired the second barrel, and by good luck shot its head off. Then I snatched the other rifle, which Charles had been loading automatically, from his outstretched hand, for at that moment I saw two more pigeons coming. At the first I risked a difficult shot and hit it far back, knocking out its tail, but bringing it, still fluttering, to the ground. The other, too, I covered, but when I touched the trigger there was a click, no more.

This was my opportunity of coming even with Charles, and I availed myself of it.

“Young man,” I said, while he gaped at me open-mouthed, “you should learn to be careful with rifles, which are dangerous weapons. If you give one to a shooter that is not loaded, it shows that you are capable of anything.”

Then I turned, and addressing Lord Ragnall, added:

“I must apologize for that third shot of mine, which was infamous, for I committed a similar fault to that against which I warned you, sir, and did not fire far enough ahead. However, it may serve to show your attendant the difference between the tail of a pigeon and an oak leaf,” and I pointed to one of the feathers of the poor bird, which was still drifting to the ground.

“Well, if this here snipe of a chap ain’t the devil in boots!” exclaimed Charles to himself.

But his master cut him short with a look, then lifted his hat to me and said:

“Sir, the practice much surpasses the precept, which is unusual. I congratulate you upon a skill that almost partakes of the marvellous, unless, indeed, chance——” And he stopped.

“It is natural that you should think so,” I replied; “but if more pigeons come, and Mr. Charles will make sure that he loads the rifle, I hope to undeceive you.”

At this moment, however, a loud shout from Scroope, who was looking for me, reinforced by a shrill cry uttered by Miss Manners, banished every pigeon within half a mile, a fact of which I was not sorry, since who knows whether I should have it all, or any, of the next three birds?

“I think my friends are calling me, so I will bid you good morning,” I said awkwardly.

“One moment, sir,” he exclaimed. “Might I first ask you your name? Mine is Ragnall—Lord Ragnall.”

“And mine is Allan Quatermain,” I said.

“Oh!” he answered, “that explains matters. Charles, this is Mr. Scroope’s friend, the gentleman that you said—exaggerated. I think you had better apologize.”

But Charles was gone, to pick up the pigeons, I suppose.

At this moment Scroope and the young lady appeared, having heard our voices, and a general explanation ensued.

“Mr. Quatermain has been giving me a lesson in shooting pigeons on the wing with a small-bore rifle,” said Lord Ragnall, pointing to the dead birds that still lay upon the ground.

“He is competent to do that,” said Scroope.

“Painfully competent,” replied his lordship. “If you don’t believe me, ask the under-keeper.”

“It is the only thing I can do,” I explained modestly. “Rifle-shooting is my trade, and I have made a habit of practising at birds on the wing with ball. I have no doubt that with a shot-gun your lordship would leave me nowhere, for that is a game at which I have had little practice, except when shooting for the pot in Africa.”

“Yes,” interrupted Scroope, “you wouldn’t have any chance at that, Allan, against one of the finest shots in England.”

“I’m not so sure,” said Lord Ragnall, laughing pleasantly. “I have an idea that Mr. Quatermain is full of surprises. However, with his leave, we’ll see. If you have a day to spare, Mr. Quatermain, we are going to shoot through the home coverts to-morrow, which haven’t been touched till now, and I hope you will join us.”

“It is most kind of you, but that is impossible,” I answered with firmness. “I have no gun here.”

“Oh, never mind that, Mr. Quatermain. I have a pair of breech-loaders[6]”—these were new things at that date—“which have been sent down to me to try. I am going to return them, because they are much too short in the stock for me. I think they would just suit you, and you are quite welcome to the use of them.”

Again I excused myself, guessing that the discomfited Charles would put all sorts of stories about concerning me, and not wishing to look foolish before a party of grand strangers, no doubt chosen for their skill at this particular form of sport.

“Well, Allan,” exclaimed Scroope, who always had a talent for saying the wrong thing, “you are quite right not to go into a competition with Lord Ragnall over high pheasants.”

I flushed, for there was some truth in his blundering remark, whereon Lord Ragnall said with ready tact:

“I asked Mr. Quatermain to shoot, not to a shooting match, Scroope, and I hope he’ll come.”

This left me no option, and with a sinking heart I had to accept.

“Sorry I can’t ask you too, Scroope,” said his lordship, when details had been arranged, “but we can only manage seven guns at this shoot. But will you and Miss Manners come to dine and sleep to-morrow evening? I should like to introduce your future wife to my future wife,” he added, colouring a little.

Miss Manners being devoured with curiosity as to the wonderful Miss Holmes, of whom she had heard so much but never actually seen, accepted at once, before her lover could get out a word, whereon Scroope volunteered to bring me over in the morning and load for me. Being possessed by a terror that I should be handed over to the care of the unsympathetic Charles, I replied that I should be very grateful, and so the thing was settled.

On our way home we passed through a country town, of which I forget the name, and the sight of a gunsmith’s shop there reminded me that I had no cartridges. So I stopped to order some, as, fortunately, Lord Ragnall had mentioned that the guns he was going to lend me were twelve-bores. The tradesman asked me how many cartridges I wanted, and when I replied “a hundred,” stared at me and said:

“If, as I understood, sir, you are going to the big winter shoot at Ragnall to-morrow, you had better make it three hundred and fifty at least. I shall be there to watch, like lots of others, and I expect to see nearly two hundred fired by each gun at the last Lake stand.”

“Very well,” I answered, fearing to show more ignorance by further discussion. “I will call for the cartridges on my way to-morrow morning. Please load them with three drachms of powder.”

“Yes, sir, and an ounce and an eighth of No. 5 shot, sir? That’s what all the gentlemen use.”

“No,” I answered, “No. 3; please be sure as to that. Good evening.”

The gunsmith stared at me, and as I left the shop I heard him remark to his assistant:

“That African gent must think he’s going out to shoot ostriches with buck shot. I expect he ain’t no good, whatever they may say about him.”
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On the following morning Scroope and I arrived at Castle Ragnall at or about a quarter to ten. On our way we stopped to pick up my three hundred and fifty cartridges. I had to pay something over three solid sovereigns for them, as in those days such things were dear, which showed me that I was not going to get my lesson in English pheasant shooting for nothing. The gunsmith, however, to whom Scroope gave a lift in his cart to the castle, impressed upon me that they were dirt cheap, since he and his assistant had sat up most of the night loading them with my special No. 3 shot.

As I climbed out of the vehicle a splendid-looking and portly person, arrayed in a velvet coat and a scarlet waistcoat, approached with the air of an emperor, followed by an individual in whom I recognized Charles, carrying a gun under each arm.

“That’s the head-keeper,” whispered Scroope; “mind you treat him respectfully.”

Much alarmed, I took off my hat and waited.

“Do I speak to Mr. Allan Quatermain?” said his majesty in a deep and rumbling voice, surveying me the while with a cold and disapproving eye.

I intimated that he did.

“Then, sir,” he went on, pausing a little at the “sir,” as though he suspected me of being no more than an African colleague of his own, “I have been ordered by his lordship to bring you these guns, and I hope, sir, that you will be careful of them, as they are here on sale or return. Charles, explain the working of them there guns to this foreign gentleman, and in doing so keep the muzzles up or down. They ain’t loaded, it’s true, but the example is always useful.”

“Thank you, Mr. Keeper,” I replied, growing somewhat nettled, “but I think that I am already acquainted with most that there is to learn about guns.”

“I am glad to hear it, sir,” said his majesty with evident disbelief. “Charles, I understand that Squire Scroope is going to load for the gentleman, which I hope he knows how to do with safety. His lordship’s orders are that you accompany them and carry the cartridges. And, Charles, you will please keep count of the number fired and what is killed dead, not reckoning runners. I’m sick of them stories of runners.”

These directions were given in a portentous stage aside which we were not supposed to hear. They caused Scroope to snigger and Charles to grin, but in me they raised a feeling of indignation.

I took one of the guns and looked at it. It was a costly and beautifully made weapon of the period, with an under-lever action.

“There’s nothing wrong with the gun, sir,” rumbled Red Waistcoat. “If you hold it straight it will do the rest. But keep the muzzle up, sir, keep it up, for I know what the bore is without studying the same with my eye. Also perhaps you won’t take it amiss if I tell you that here at Ragnall we hates a low pheasant. I mention it because the last gentleman who came from foreign parts—he was French, he was—shot nothing all day but one hen bird sitting just on the top of the brush, two beaters, his lordship’s hat, and a starling.”

At this point Scroope broke into a roar of idiotic laughter. Charles, from whom Fortune decreed that I was not to escape, after all, turned his back and doubled up as though seized with sudden pain in the stomach, and I grew absolutely furious.

“Confound it, Mr. Keeper,” I explained, “what do you mean by lecturing me? Attend to your business, and I’ll attend to mine.”

At this moment who should appear from behind the angle of some building—we were talking in the stableyard, near the gun-room—but Lord Ragnall himself. I could see that he had overheard the conversation, for he looked angry.

“Jenkins,” he said, addressing the keeper, “do what Mr. Quatermain has said and attend to your own business. Perhaps you are not aware that he has shot more lions, elephants, and other big game than you have cats. But, however that may be, it is not your place to try to instruct him or any of my guests. Now go and see to the beaters.”

“Beg pardon, my lord,” ejaculated Jenkins, his face, that was as florid as his waistcoat, turning quite pale; “no offence meant, my lord, but elephants and lions don’t fly, my lord, and those accustomed to such ground varmin are apt to shoot low, my lord. Beaters all ready at the Hunt Copse, my lord.”

Thus speaking he backed himself out of sight. Lord Ragnall watched him go, then said with a laugh:

“I apologize to you, Mr. Quatermain. That silly old fool was part of my inheritance, so to speak; and the joke of it is that he is himself the worst and most dangerous shot I ever saw. However, on the other hand, he is the best rearer of pheasants in the county, so I put up with him. Come in, now, won’t you? Charles will look after your guns and cartridges.”

So Scroope and I were taken through a side entrance into the big hall and there introduced to the other members of the shooting party, most of whom were staying at the castle. They were famous shots. Indeed, I had read of the prowess of some of them in The Field, a paper that I always took in Africa, although often enough, when I was on my distant expeditions, I did not see a copy of it for a year at a time.

To my astonishment I found that I knew one of these gentlemen. We had not, it is true, met for a dozen years; but I seldom forget a face, and I was sure that I could not be mistaken in this instance. That mean appearance, those small, shifty grey eyes, that red, pointed nose could belong to nobody except Van Koop, so famous in his day in South Africa in connexion with certain gigantic and most successful frauds that the law seemed quite unable to touch, of which frauds I had been one of the many victims to the extent of £250, a large sum for me.

The last time we met there had been a stormy scene between us, which ended in my declaring in my wrath that if I came across him on the veld I should shoot him at sight. Perhaps that was one of the reasons why Mr. van Koop vanished from South Africa, for I may add that he was a cur of the first water. I believe that he had only just entered the room, having driven over from wherever he lived at some distance from Ragnall. At any rate, he knew nothing of my presence at this shoot. Had he known I am quite sure that he would have been absent. He turned, and seeing me, ejaculated: “Allan Quatermain, by heaven!” beneath his breath, but in such a tone of astonishment that it attracted the attention of Lord Ragnall, who was standing near.

“Yes, Mr. van Koop,” I answered in a cheerful voice, “Allan Quatermain, no other, and I hope you are as glad to see me as I am to see you.”

“I think there is some mistake,” said Lord Ragnall, staring at us. “This is Sir Junius Fortescue, who used to be Mr. Fortescue.”

“Indeed,” I replied. “I don’t know that I ever remember his being called by that particular name, but I do know that we are old—friends.”

Lord Ragnall moved away as though he did not wish to continue the conversation, which no one else had overheard, and Van Koop sidled up to me.

“Mr. Quatermain,” he said in a low voice, “circumstances have changed with me since last we met.”

“So I gather,” I replied; “but mine have remained much the same, and if it is convenient to you to repay me that £250 you owe me, with interest, I shall be much obliged. If not, I think I have a good story to tell about you.”

“Oh, Mr. Quatermain,” he answered with a sort of smile which made me feel inclined to kick him, “you know I dispute that debt.”

“Do you?” I exclaimed. “Well, perhaps you will dispute the story also. But the question is, will you be believed when I give the proofs?”

“Ever heard of the Statute of Limitations, Mr. Quatermain?” he asked with a sneer.

“Not where character is concerned,” I replied stoutly. “Now, what are you going to do?”

He reflected for a moment, and answered:

“Look here, Mr. Quatermain, you were always a bit of a sportsman, and I’ll make you an offer. If I kill more birds than you do to-day, you shall promise to hold your tongue about my affairs in South Africa; and if you kill more than I do, you shall still hold your tongue, but I will pay you that £250 and interest for six years.”

I also reflected for a moment, knowing that the man had something up his sleeve. Of course, I could refuse and make a scandal. But that was not in my line, and would not bring me nearer my £250, which, if I chanced to win, might find its way back to me.

“All right, done!” I said.

“What is your bet, Sir Junius?” asked Lord Ragnall, who was approaching again.

“It is rather a long story,” he answered, “but, to put it shortly, years ago, when I was travelling in Africa, Mr. Quatermain and I had a dispute as to a sum of £5 which he thought I owed him, and to save argument about a trifle we have agreed that I should shoot against him for it to-day.”

“Indeed,” said Lord Ragnall rather seriously, for I could see that he did not believe Van Koop’s statement as to the amount of the bet; perhaps he had heard more than we thought. “To be frank, Sir Junius, I don’t much care for betting—for that’s what it comes to—here. Also I think Mr. Quatermain said yesterday that he had never shot pheasants in England, so the match seems scarcely fair. However, you gentlemen know your own business best. Only I must tell you both that if money is concerned, I shall have to set someone whose decision will be final to count your birds and report the number to me.”

“Agreed,” said Van Koop, or, rather, Sir Junius; but I answered nothing, for, to tell the truth, already I felt ashamed of the whole affair.

As it happened, Lord Ragnall and I walked together ahead of the others, to the first covert, which was half a mile or more away.

“You have met Sir Junius before?” he said to me interrogatively.

“I have met Mr. van Koop before,” I answered, “about twelve years since, shortly after which he vanished from South Africa, where he was a well-known and very successful—speculator.”

“To reappear here. Ten years ago he bought a large property in this neighbourhood. Three years ago he became a baronet.”

“How did a man like Van Koop become a baronet?” I inquired.

“By purchase, I believe.”

“By purchase! Are honours in England purchased?”

“You are delightfully innocent, Mr. Quatermain, as a hunter from Africa should be,” said Lord Ragnall, laughing. “Your friend——”

“Excuse me, Lord Ragnall, I am a very humble person, not so elevated, indeed, as that gamekeeper of yours; therefore I should not venture to call Sir Junius, late Mr. van Koop, my friend, at least in earnest.”

He laughed again.

“Well, the individual with whom you make bets subscribed largely to the funds of his party. I am telling you what I know to be true, though the amount I do not know. It has been variously stated to be from fifteen to fifty thousand pounds, and, perhaps by coincidence, subsequently was somehow created a baronet.”

I stared at him.

“That’s all the story,” he went on. “I don’t like the man myself, but he is a wonderful pheasant shot, which passes him everywhere. Shooting has become a kind of fetish in these parts, Mr. Quatermain. For instance, it is a tradition on this estate that we must kill more pheasants than on any other in the country, and therefore I have to ask the best guns, who are not always the best fellows. It annoys me, but it seems that I must do what was done before me.”

“Under those circumstances I should be inclined to give up the thing altogether, Lord Ragnall. Sport as sport is good, but when it becomes a business it grows hateful[2q]. I know, who have had to follow it as a trade for many years.”

“That’s an idea,” he replied reflectively. “Meanwhile, I do hope that you will win back your—£5 from Sir Junius. He is so vain that I would gladly give £50 to see you do so.”

“There is little chance of that,” I said, “for, as I told you, I have never shot pheasants before. Still, I’ll try, as you wish it.”

“That’s right. And look here, Mr. Quatermain, shoot well forward of them. You see, I am venturing to advise you now, as you advised me yesterday. Shot does not travel so fast as ball, and the pheasant is a bird that is generally going much quicker than you think. Now, here we are. Charles will show you your stand. Good luck to you.”

Ten minutes later the game began outside of a long covert, all the seven guns being posted within sight of each other. So occupied was I in watching the preliminaries, which were quite new to me, that I allowed first a hare and then a hen pheasant to depart without firing at them, which hen pheasant, by the way, curved round and was beautifully killed by Van Koop, who stood two guns off upon my right.

“Look here, Allan,” said Scroope, “if you are going to beat your African friend you had better wake up, for you won’t do it by admiring the scenery or that squirrel on a tree.”

So I woke up. Just at that moment there was a cry of “cock forward.” I thought it meant a cock pheasant, and was astonished when I saw a beautiful brown bird with a long beak flitting towards me through the tops of the oak trees.

“Am I to shoot at that?” I asked.

“Of course. It is a woodcock,” answered Scroope.

By this time the brown bird was rocking past me within ten yards. I fired and killed it, for where it had been appeared nothing but a cloud of feathers. It was a quick and clever shot, or so I thought. But when Charles stepped out and picked from the ground only a beak and a head, a titter of laughter went down the whole line of guns and loaders.

“I say, old chap,” said Scroope, “if you will use No. 3 shot, let your birds get a little farther off you.”

The incident upset me so much that immediately afterwards I missed three easy pheasants in succession, while Van Koop added two to his bag.

Scroope shook his head and Charles groaned audibly. Now that I was not in competition with his master he had become suddenly anxious that I should win, for in some mysterious way the news of that bet had spread, and my adversary was not popular amongst the keeper class.

“Here you come again,” said Scroope, pointing to an advancing pheasant.

It was an extraordinarily high pheasant, flushed, I think, outside the covert by a stop, so high that, as it travelled down the line, although three guns fired at it, including Van Koop, none of them seemed to touch it. Then I fired, and remembering Lord Ragnall’s advice, far in front. Its flight changed. Still it travelled through the air, but with the momentum of a stone to fall fifty yards to my right, dead.

“That’s better!” said Scroope, while Charles grinned all over his round face, muttering:

“Wiped his eye that time.”

This shot seemed to give me confidence, and I improved considerably, though, oddly enough, I found that it was the high and difficult pheasants which I killed and the easy ones that I was apt to muff. But Van Koop, who was certainly a finished artist, killed both.

At the next stand Lord Ragnall, who had been observing my somewhat indifferent performance, asked me to stand back with him behind the other guns.

“I see the tall ones are your line, Mr. Quatermain,” he said, “and you will get some here.”

On this occasion we were placed in a dip between two long coverts which lay about three hundred yards apart. That which was being beaten proved full of pheasants, and the shooting of those picked guns was really a thing to see. I did quite well here, nearly, but not altogether, as well as Lord Ragnall himself, though that is saying a great deal, for he was a lovely shot.

“Bravo!” he said at the end of the beat. “I believe you have got a chance of winning your £5, after all.”

When, however, at luncheon, more than an hour later, I found that I was thirty pheasants behind my adversary, I shook my head, and so did everybody else. On the whole, that luncheon, of which we partook in a keeper’s house, was a very pleasant meal, though Van Koop talked so continuously and in such a boastful strain that I saw it irritated our host and some of the other gentlemen, who were very pleasant people. At last he began to patronize me, asking me how I had been getting on with my “elephant-potting” of late years.

I replied, “Fairly well.”

“Then you should tell our friends some of your famous stories, which I promise I won’t contradict,” he said, adding: “You see, they are different from us, and have no experience of big-game shooting.”

“I did not know that you had any, either, Sir Junius,” I answered, nettled. “Indeed, I thought I remembered your telling me in Africa that the only big game you had ever shot was an ox sick with the red-water. Anyway, shooting is a business with me, not an amusement, as it is to you, and I do not talk shop.”

At this he collapsed amid some laughter, after which Scroope, the most loyal of friends, began to repeat exploits of mine till my ears tingled, and I rose and went outside to look at the weather.

It had changed very much during luncheon. The fair promise of the morning had departed, the sky was overcast, and a wind, blowing in strong gusts, was rising rapidly, driving before it occasional scurries of snow.

“My word,” said Lord Ragnall, who had joined me, “the Lake covert—that’s our great stand here, you know—will take some shooting this afternoon. We ought to kill seven hundred pheasants in it with this team, but I doubt if we shall get five. Now, Mr. Quatermain, I am going to stand Sir Junius Fortescue and you back in the covert, where you will have the best of it, as a lot of pheasants will never face the lake against this wind. What is more, I am coming with you, if I may, as six guns are enough for this beat, and I don’t mean to shoot any more to-day.”

“I fear that you will be disappointed,” I said nervously.

“Oh, no, I sha’n’t,” he answered. “I tell you frankly that if only you could have a season’s practice, in my opinion you would make the best pheasant shot of the lot of us. At present you don’t quite understand the ways of the birds, that’s all; also those guns are strange to you. Have a glass of cherry brandy; it will steady your nerves.”

I drank the cherry brandy, and presently off we went. The covert we were going to shoot, into which we had been driving pheasants all the morning, must have been nearly a mile long. At the top end it was broad, narrowing at the bottom to a width of about two hundred yards. Here it ran into a horse-shoe shaped piece of water that was about fifty yards in breadth. Four of the guns were placed round the bow of this water, but on its farther side, in such a position that the pheasants should stream over them to yet another covert behind at the top of a slope, Van Koop and I, however, were ordered to take our places, he to the right and I to the left, about seventy yards up the tongue in little glades in the woodland, having the lake to our right and our left respectively. I noticed with dismay that we were so set that the guns below us on its farther side could note all that we did or did not do; also that a little band of watchers, among whom I recognized my friend the gunsmith, were gathered in a place where, without interfering with us, they could see the sport. On our way to the boat, however, which was to row us across the water, an incident happened that put me in very good spirits and earned some applause.

I was walking with Lord Ragnall, Scroope and Charles, about sixty yards clear of a belt of tall trees, when from far away on the other side of the trees came a cry of “Partridges over!” in the hoarse voice of the red-waistcoated Jenkins, who was engaged in superintending the driving in of some
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