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Hindbury’s Run was written when I was thirteen. It would have been December 1978 and I was living in a run-down cottage with my parents and five siblings. My childhood appeared innocent, cosseted. I was drawing, painting, devising quizzes and I kept a diary which enables me to examine the circumstances surrounding the writing of this story.

On the lead-up, I suffered terrible health niggles. I am forgetful, I describe ‘ulcer pains in my limbs’ and become depressed. Between the 10th and 14th of December, I would feverishly write this story before pausing and reading it to two of my sisters. On the 17th, I would finish the first draft and spend the day reading it to myself. Melancholia would close in as Christmas approached. For the next four days, I would undergo a writing marathon where I would work on this story all over again and push it to the end.

This all seems odd.

On face value, Hindbury’s Run appears to be nothing untoward. It is an animal story starring sheepdogs who fear a raid on their farm.

But this is no ordinary story.

For starters, shaggy dogs with tan attributes persist in my other stories for some reason. At the time, I had no memory of a dog fitting that description. Furthermore, deaths in caves, cripples, disfigured faces and ponds recur.

Why is this?

Three years previously, I was reading George Orwell’s Animal Farm at school. It would have been 1975 and I had been nine. At the time, a nameless demon in my head made my life hell. I avoided my bed and I kept the lights on at night.

Orwell’s book, published in 1945, echoes events leading to the Russian Revolution of 1917. Brutal dictatorship results. Orwell’s book serves as satire and a warning. The reason for my demon was that Animal Farm had provided subconscious reminders of an unrealised past. Hindbury’s Run appears to have resulted, only the theme for my farm story vastly differs to Orwell’s.

My story has undergone necessary edits for optimal reading experience. This entails preserving the story as well as the tone of the young writer that I was.

My sisters enjoyed Hindbury’s Run. But beneath lurks a sinister message I would fail to see for almost forty years. My other book, Tales from Daler Cottage explains its full meaning.

But the truth will be revealed at the end of this story.

Unless indicated, all the illustrations were completed current to this book’s production. Otherwise, they were completed in 1978, when I was thirteen years old.
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Chapter 1: Night at the Farm
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The farm stood on Hindbury Hill, north of England. It was a small place with chickens, horses, a couple of cows, three dogs and a cat. A lot of work had to be done, yet the farm earned very little. Popcorn, the mother hen, laid eggs and the cows provided milk. In Hindbury Town the graceful horses and smart sheepdogs won money and trophies. But most of the earnings came from the land: manures, fruit and vegetables. In winter, logs were collected for firewood and food was saved from the summer. It was a poor farm. But it was a sweet place.

A few miles away is a bleak, cold wilderness called Rocky Moors. No one goes there for they say bloodthirsty hounds roam the wilds. Anyone who went to Rocky Moors never returned. During hard times, the hounds would venture onto the farm for food. Fortunately, the farm has not seen a hound for five years. The farmer thinks the hounds are dead but others say they are waiting for a big raid. No one dare find out. Who’d want to go to Rocky Moors?

In the barn, Featherbrains, the wise owl, was perched upon a plank. ‘Those hounds are dead, I tell you,’ he declared. He always had to have the last say.

Sparkle, a bright, young sheepdog shook his head. ‘I’m not so sure, Featherbrains.’

Honey and Brandy, his two sheepdog friends, muttered their agreement. It is a damp, November evening and a mist was falling over the farm. The wood creaked as the wind picked up and the animals were getting a little scared. Honey, the only female sheepdog, gave a shudder. ‘The last time those hounds came, was on a night just like this.’

‘For heaven’s sake!’ grumped Featherbrains. ‘Stop all this talk about those blasted hounds!’

Sparkle drifted past the horses, Starlight and Twinkle who were chewing squashed apples. His dry tongue touched the water in the tank and paused at the low water level. ‘Where’s all the water gone?’ he asked.

‘I haven’t been near it,’ the third sheepdog, Brandy replied.

The barn fell silent.

‘The water’s nearly gone,’ said Sparkle.

Featherbrains’ wings shook with indignation. ‘Well perhaps a passing fox came for a dip.’

Popcorn shuddered on her ball of hay. ‘A fox?’

‘Or a badger. Anyhow, whatever it was is gone and is probably miles from here.’ Featherbrains had to have the last say again, it seemed.

Later, Honey met with the other sheepdogs. ‘I’ve checked the water-tank and there’re no leaks. I think we need to keep alert for anything else going missing.’

Brandy nodded agreement, as Ginger the cat slithered over the stable doors after a snooze on the rug.

‘Does this mean that the hounds are still alive?’ asked Twinkle, one of two horses.

Featherbrains overheard and butted-in. ‘Perhaps the farmer used it to wash his car.’

‘The farmer has been in the house all day,’ pointed out Honey.

‘Look, I’m not to be proved wrong, young sheepdog, so don’t even try.’

Honey rolled her eyes.

Brandy proceeded to sniff around the tank. ‘There is an aroma here.’

Sparkle, with a better nose, joined. ‘Hmmm strong mildew.’

‘I tell you, it is a passing hedgehog,’ insisted Featherbrains.

‘Have a sniff then, Featherbrains,’ mocked Sparkle. ‘Don’t owls have a strong nose?’

Featherbrains for once fell silent.

The darkness had completely fallen now and the animals had worried themselves to sleep. A clank in the yard made them jump.

‘What was that?’ whispered Honey.

The stables were dark and nothing could be seen. The dogs began sniffing. I smell hound,’ whispered sparkle. Popcorn overheard and flapped her wings with a squawk. ‘Oh, please, don’t say that!’

Brandy growled. ‘I knew it. How dare they bother us! Why don’t they leave us alone?’ Before Sparkle and Honey could stop him, Brandy had burst through the stable doors to rip the beast to shreds. Whining and squabbling filled the air outside. The other two sheepdogs were too stunned to move. Popcorn was huddled up; Featherbrains was swooping in circles and the horses where nodding frantically.

Sparkle crept to the stable entryway, Ginger following. The barn fell silent.

‘What’s happened to Brandy?’ asked Honey.

The wind picked up and it began to rain.

‘Brandy’s gone,’ Sparkle said.
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Image from left shows Popcorn, Featherbrains, Ginger, Honey, Sparkle and Brandy. Horses Starlight and Twinkle are in the background.
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Chapter 2: Bad Times
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The next morning Sparkle’s nose twitched in a draft. He got to his feet and peeped though the door. It was snowing and poor Brandy was still out there. How terrible. Sparkle nudged Honey with his nose. ‘It’s morning,’ he whispered. ‘Brandy is still missing.’

The owl gave a loud yawn, having been awake all night. The other animals stirred. The barn had fallen into gloom about their missing friend.

Honey wandered into the masters’ house. From under the kitchen table, she overheard them consider the farm after learning of the raid. The wife, Mrs. Dale said, ‘I’ve had no eggs today and someone’s been stealing the food. How did you get on in Hindbury Town?’

‘Terrible,’ grumped Mr. Dale. ‘There’s still no sign of Brandy. We can’t even enter the dogs in future competitions. The other teams have three dogs but we only have two. If only Brandy hadn’t gone missing, perhaps we could have won a little money.’ He gave a sigh. ‘The farm is getting too expensive to run anyway. We may have to sell the dogs, much as I love them. We could buy a smaller house and keep one dog to guard it.’

‘I don’t like the idea, but it’s the only thing we can do, I suppose,’ said the disappointed Mrs. Dale. ‘I would be sad to leave the farm.’

Poor Honey almost burst into tears thinking of leaving her home. She would miss the warm nights with her friends in the barn; she knew the place inch-by-inch. Moments later, she tore through the stable doors. ‘We’re leaving...they said...the house...money problems.’

‘Calm down, Honey,’ soothed Sparkle. ‘Start again.’

‘They’re selling the house,’ Honey began. ‘We’re going to leave for another smaller place because of those rotten hounds. They’re stealing our food and our masters are going to sell some of us because we are too expensive to keep.’

Popcorn gave a squawk.’ They can’t do that, can they?’

The owl buried his face in his feathers.

Honey blurted out, ‘We need to make a hound-trap.’

‘That’s true,’ Sparkle agreed. ‘But that won’t help us find Brandy.’

Featherbrains piped up. ‘For all we know, he could have been eaten up by those hounds.’

Honey’s eyes watered at the thought. How terrible. She could march straight out of here and bite every hound on the neck and drag them back by her teeth.

‘What are we going to do?’ squeaked the hen.

‘I hate the thought of going to Rocky Moors,’ whined Sparkle. ‘But it’s the only place Brandy could be.’

Featherbrains muttered, ‘It would be a miracle if we ever survived the place. They’d rip us to shreds for sure.’

But then Honey said, ‘Well, I’m prepared to go. I’d rather search for Brandy than be sold off on some grubby market.’

‘Me too,’ agreed Sparkle.

‘I’m scared but I
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