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The Fox


The shepherd on his journey heard when nigh

His dog among the bushes barking high;

The ploughman ran and gave a hearty shout,

He found a weary fox and beat him out.

The ploughman laughed and would have ploughed him in

But the old shepherd took him for the skin.

He lay upon the furrow stretched for dead,

The old dog lay and licked the wounds that bled,

The ploughman beat him till his ribs would crack,

And then the shepherd slung him at his back;

And when he rested, to his dog’s surprise,

The old fox started from his dead disguise;

And while the dog lay panting in the sedge

He up and snapt and bolted through the hedge.

He scampered to the bushes far away;

The shepherd called the ploughman to the fray;

The ploughman wished he had a gun to shoot.

The old dog barked and followed the pursuit.

The shepherd threw his hook and tottered past;

The ploughman ran but none could go so fast;

The woodman threw his faggot from the way

And ceased to chop and wondered at the fray.

But when he saw the dog and heard the cry

He threw his hatchet – but the fox was bye.

The shepherd broke his hook and lost the skin;

He found a badger hole and bolted in.

They tried to dig, but, safe from danger’s way,

He lived to chase the hounds another day.

John Clare (1793–1864)
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PROLOGUE

The Night of the Fox

I WAS ALREADY LATE when I was crossing the hall, and the phone rang. Outside, the February light was going. A conversation which should have taken one minute, wrangled into twenty.

A fatal extra nineteen minutes. By the time I put down the receiver, opened the front door to walk to the orchard, it was too late. I knew it immediately. The evening air was as dull and dead as a turned-off TV screen.

But I hoped, as you do.

When I swung open the orchard gate, I was absolutely certain. But I hoped, as you do.

As I neared the little wooden chicken shed, there were none of the usual familiar, contented murmurings of chickens settling to sleep.

Until the very last moment, when I lifted the hut door, I hoped. But all four of the chickens, Light Sussex hens, had disappeared. On the strawed floor of the hut, displayed under torchlight like an art exhibit, was the corpse of Alfreda, my daughter’s pet Khaki Campbell duck. The blood on the back of Alfreda’s neck was still sticky-warm to the touch.

There is always a terrible, echoing emptiness when the fox comes to visit – or, less euphemistically, slaughter. It is never believable and for a mad moment I probed the torch beam around the orchard, in case the four Henriettas – as we call our Light Sussex – had roosted in an apple tree. Up a pear tree. A cherry.

I carried on hoping, despite the tangible evidence of a duck cadaver. As you do.

My fault, of course, the death of our chickens and duck. I should have put down the phone earlier, been less concerned to satisfy some human insistence, done my job as poultry keeper. The fox was merely doing what foxes do: kill when the opportunity presents.

In that moment I despised the fox. Yet I admired her, too. The one time in the year I was late shutting in the fowl, she was there, killed five and took away four. To coin a phrase, I had been out-foxed.

*


Hate. Love.

Detestation. Admiration.

Livestock-killing pest. Noble hunter.



That night of the fox was only the latest of my encounters with the red fox, our largest land carnivore. I have had a lifetime of foxes. When I was a seven-year-old, a fox stole my pet bantam; the same year, I was put on the Master’s horse on the Boxing Day meet at Rotherwas in Herefordshire, smelling his sloe-gin breath from the ‘stirrup cup’ and feeling the greasy hair of the hounds; at around ten years of age I was ‘blooded’ – the ritual daubing that goes back to the time of James I, where blood is smeared on the faces of those who witness their first kill when riding to hounds. (Everything about the moment was a laughable accident: I had been stuck on a pony, which required someone to walk in front opening gates, never saw the fox, and was mistaken for the intended subject of the blooding.) Clinging to the side of a tractor cab, aged twelve, the farmhand and I saw a fox foam-flecked around the mouth from the exertion of fleeing the hounds. ‘Poor bugger,’ said the farmhand, revving the tractor across the field and into the lane, just in time to block the hounds with the trailer full of cow muck. Even above the diesel din of the Ford County engine, we could hear the cursing of the hunt, the banging on the trailer with whip handles. The farmhand gave me a wink, and I gave him one back.

For years I had a stuffed fox in my childhood bedroom and spent hours poring over the wonder of it – its sleekness, the precision power of its jaws, the magnificent bulk of its brush. I have watched foxes on our farm stalking snowy fields by starshine, been thrilled by their grace and beauty as they sped after rabbits in the meadow or sat and played with cubs, and once I sneaked up on a fox digging by the brook on a blowy day, and got so close that I could touch his tail and say, ‘Boo!’

It was a little revenge on the fox that comes calling in the night. Despite vigilance and electric fencing, we have had poultry taken four times in the last twenty years.

As I write this, I have a print on the study wall of Rufus Comes to Stay. It is the only extant print of said painting by BB, aka Denys Watkins-Pitchford, the author of Wild Lone, probably the book that has most influenced me as a ‘countryman’ and writer. Aside from family mementoes, the print is my most prized possession. It depicts the winter sun rising through a stand of larch to reveal a fox on snow: in one moment, BB caught the romance and secrecy of the fox, the night hunter, who is sometimes made plain and visible by the harsh need to find food into the daylight hours.

So I have come to regard the fox with antinomies in my head, which are held together like the negative and positive terminals on a battery. Hate/Love. Detestation/Admiration. Livestock-killing pest/Noble hunter …

I find these dichotomies joltingly clarifying. Too often the fox is presented in misleading monocular in prescriptive propaganda. There are fox charities that would have one believe that the fox is without menace, where its classification ‘omnivore’ becomes doublespeak for ‘virtually vegan’. This robs the fox of its essential brilliant truth: it is a clever killer, a dogged hunter, as efficient in dealing death as an assassin. That is why the sight of the fox, whether in a winter wood or under the orange glow of a city street light, makes the blood sing. The fox is dangerous. Wild. A being from another time: the primeval past of sabre-toothed tigers and mammoths.

Just as some people assert that the fox is all good, there are rural huntspeople and Camden Town habitués – an unlikely pairing, I grant you, but I’ve met them – who see the fox as ‘vermin’, purely as lamb-killer or polluter of patios with its excrement. Or, worse, the biter of babes in their bedrooms.

The fox is neither one thing nor the other, neither all good nor all bad. It is a red bundle of contradictions, and above all this one: it is a dog, but it refuses to be domesticated. Tauntingly and charmingly, the fox is the untameable Fido.

*

Like or loathe the fox, it has imprinted itself on British national life as much as on my own private one.

The vulpine impact is no better gauged than in place names. ‘Fox’ is the most popular animal-related place name in England, with 206 sites named for the species. (‘Badger’ comes second with 141.) Foxcombe Hill, Foxfields, Foxton … ‘Tod’ was another country word for fox, so Todmorden and Toddington, too.

Maybe you are reading this in a market-town pub. There’s a good chance it’s called The Fox and Hounds. Glance up at the walls. They may well be hung with prints of fox hunting. That hoard of Christmas cards you received? Even in the twenty-first century, card manufacturers consider the hunting of the fox to epitomize the traditional spirit of the British countryside.

Put aside for a moment the familiar arguments of pro- and anti-hunting, and remember the passions aroused by Labour’s bill to ban the hunting of mammals with dogs. The Labour Prime Minister, Tony Blair, was never ideologically opposed to hunting. But the ban was necessary to satisfy a key block of his MPs who had helped push tuition fees through Parliament. This quid pro quo quickly became politically costly. In his memoirs he wrote, ‘If I’d proposed solving the pension problem by compulsory euthanasia for every fifth pensioner I’d have got less trouble.’ More than 400,000 people marched through London in September 2002 to show their support for fox hunting. What the Labour Party ended with the 2004 Hunting Act was a culture which has played a major part in British rural life for four centuries. The Thatcher years are often considered to be the great historical divide of the last hundred years. Not in the countryside. In the countryside, the great divide was the monocultural metropolitanism of New Labour, of which the Hunting Act was seized as the irrefutable proof.

Outside the light is failing, and the blackbirds of the orchard are chinking. In their den in the wood, the foxes will be waking from their sleep – it is almost their time. They belong to the night, and the night belongs to them.

So I must away to shut in the poultry and beat the fox to it. It’s an old, old game.
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