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			​INTRODUCTION

			​Vulpes Vulpes

			​The Red Fox

			This is the story of a young male fox in the beautiful North Yorkshire countryside. It is set in a time before the hunting of foxes by riders on horseback, accompanied by packs of dogs, was banned in February 2005 by an Act of Parliament. This is not a story to glorify hunting or condemn foxes, but rather to show it all in the context of the English country scene, in which foxes have become an intrinsic part of that environment by surviving, where bears, wolves, and wild boars have not. Foxes have been a part of English country folklore for many centuries; they are survivors and highly adaptable, so much so that they inhabit not only remote rural areas but also urban and suburban ones. They are not only adept at catching wild game but can eat fruit, scavenge waste bins and garbage tips and source food in numerous ways.

			Universally, the fox is held to be a feral animal and, because of that, is said by some to be a danger to the survival of other species. It is a skilful and cunning predator with amazing highly tuned senses and whatever is said by detractors about its detrimental effects on the doings of man, or its effect on other species, there is no denying that the Red Fox is a handsome animal and a very clever one. It is a fact that since the ban, by the Act of Parliament, the tradition of the fox hunt has not died out but become more popular in its more modified form. The Act allowed hunts to take place by riders and hounds following a scent laid prior to the hunt by a person dragging a rag with the fox scent. Doing so often results in a real, live fox being either accidentally or possibly purposely flushed into the open. Naturally and instinctively, the hounds will run it down and kill it. All in all, bans on paper are one thing, but events in the field are another.

			***

			To those familiar with The Yorkshire Dales, my apologies for the liberties I have taken with topography, place names and even the structural aspect of some buildings. They will no doubt appreciate that I have used my artistic licence quite liberally. This was not intended to confuse or detract in any way from the beauty.

			Of real and actual locations, but to create a more interesting background for the events portrayed. Also, I may have deviated a little from actual or recognised fox behaviour in order to fit my imagined storyline. Some instances in the narrative are closely related to my own personal experiences in that corner of England as a young man in that period.

			[image: ]

			This map of Halton village, Hailedale and the surrounding area is entirely from the author's imagination. It will not be found on any existing real maps.

			Some aspects of the story might be said to bring to mind actual locations; that conclusion I leave to you. No matter what you may see as familiar in the story, I have put there to lend reality to a fictitious tale, which nevertheless contains things that are true.

		




			​AUTHORS NOTE

			Much as I was reluctant to do so, and to my mind, it makes conversations more authentic in conveying the local, everyday atmosphere of Yorkshire villages - I decided then to take out some aspects of the indigenous dialect. If written in its purest form, the colloquial, dialect conversations of farmers and locals, which I had first written into the story, would no doubt have been difficult, if not impossible for many readers. So, I have modified, just a little, such conversations to read more like universally spoken English, wherever I thought it necessary, whilst at the same time keeping as much of the dialect as possible. I sincerely hope that you will be able to follow this conversation.

			Various sources advise against using dialect, and doubtless those from anywhere in the world south of, or beyond Sheffield, would have problems deciphering the pure dialect of Yorkshire, either in spoken or written form. The decision to make these changes was a long and agonising one, it involved a lot of re-writing. If doing so helps to maintain the flow of the story for readers from foreign parts (which is everywhere outside of Yorkshire), it will have been worthwhile.

			To assist in further understanding of the northern dialects, here are some notes:

			One noticeable feature of Northern English colloquial speech, especially in Yorkshire, is not sounding the letter haitch (H) at the beginning of words. There are many others, a few being the following alternative expressions.

			‘Tha or Thee’ stands for ‘You’ and is sometimes shortened to ‘Ta’, in the middle of someone's question such as ’as ta?’ - meaning ‘have you?’

			‘Wheer’ means ‘Where’

			‘Ower’ = Over

			Abaht = About.

			Another most common feature is the placing of ‘t’ and sounding it as ‘ta’ and placing it before, between or after certain words. This ‘ta’ sound can stand for the word ‘The’ or in other places for Thee, Tha or Thou; which means ‘You’ or ‘Yourself.’

			So, it goes on, all very confusing, for those with the disadvantage of having been brought up beyond the bounds of that fair county.

			The liberties I have taken in writing the dialect in a modified form will probably upset those familiar with the genuine thing and generate criticism from those who know and understand it. Many of those being such people, as the readers of ‘The Dalesman,' that wonderful and popular, monthly publication that covers all aspects of Yorkshire Dales life and has done so, so well for many years.

			When I was very young, this dialect in its rawest form was widely spoken in West Yorkshire, where I was born and would likely be unintelligible to most people today.

			It is also true that nearly every region in England has its distinctive dialect and special form of speech, by which some people, even today, can identify the country another person is native of, just by their intonation, pronunciation of words and phrasing unique to their part of England. Quite a number of Yorkshire dialect words are the same or similar to Scottish dialect words. ‘Bairns', for young children being one.

			In Yorkshire, in the Dales, like many other areas, particularly in the East of England, there is the legacy of the Vikings and Danes who used to come raiding and pillaging, until some finally settled peacefully. Becoming Christians and losing their pagan beliefs and ways.

			That legacy is still to be found in the names of villages, natural features, surnames and things associated with farming, etc. So, there are Nordic words still in use, and that influence can also be found in the dialect. So, if you can try and imagine, that in the story's various conversations, the locals are not exactly speaking English, as it is generally spoken, but with their own special inflections and unique form of it. This difference I have here tried to briefly explain and will, I hope, assist in giving the reader a better understanding of the character of the native Yorkshire folk, in particular, that of those hardy people who are featured in the story, who inhabit another of the many my story is set.

		




			CHAPTER 1

			​Fend for Yourself

			The warm rays of the morning summer sun speared between the lush green canopy of the oak and beech trees. It speckled the leafy shadows in the narrow strip of vegetation that lay on the west side of the riverbank, close to the village. On the opposite, east side of the river was Low Wood, which was part of the much larger Agnes Wood, but separated from it by the winding, narrow, dales road.

			On this day, if you had been able to look closely into the strip of vegetation, with its low bushes and underscore of bracken ferns, that lay quite near that part of the village north of the bridge; you might have seen, in the shadows, amongst the green fern fronds, two sharp pointed ears and the slim, motionless, reddish brown form, that was Freddy the Fox. The only part of him that moved perceptibly, most of the time, was his moist black nose, which constantly twitched, sensing every scent carried on the sweet, soft, warm, summer air. Freddy appeared to doze, occasionally opening his ever-alert, amber, elliptical eyes to scan the peaceful scene. All around him was spread the pleasant vista of the dale.

			Everywhere, a pattern of limestone-walled fields filled the dale and ran up toward the moors, whose high wild acres were covered in purple heather. The winding, clear, gently flowing river went by the village and under the long stone bridge that brought the Birtley Bridge Road to the front of the pub and then continued up through the village. What a perfect day it was, one in which a deep sense of peace and well-being pervaded, casting a magical spell on everything in the quiet, serene, Yorkshire countryside. The cows in the river meadows stood quite still, flicking their long tails at flies while contentedly chewing their cud, all the time gazing vacantly into the middle distance.

			All around Freddy, nothing much disturbed this quiet tranquillity, except, occasionally a fat brown trout would arch out of the deep dark, sheltered pool behind him, that lay a little back from the main flow of the river. The trout were busy catching midges from the thick, hovering swarms that moved about just above the surface.

			Suddenly, a leaping trout, arched out of the water, making a quite distinctive sound, before its speckled body glistening in the sunlight plopped back in. That was an occurrence, which was always sudden, quick and unexpected, leaving only concentric, circular, spreading ripples on the mirror surface of the pool. Adding to this air of universal peace, there came to Freddy’s ears the sleepy drone of bees, busy amongst the wildflowers and dandelions on the verges of the narrow footpath not far in front of his hiding place close to the riverbank.

			A dragonfly with its two pairs of gorgeous, transparent, iridescent wings hovered around the edges of the pool and amongst the reeds. All this idyllic, rural scene lay under a near cloudless blue summer sky. It was still early in the day, and it would be some hours before the sun reached its zenith. Further down the river, beyond the lovely stone river bridge was Ayn Wood, which went down to the river's edge on both banks and for some distance along it.

			Now, many of the woodland glades would be filled with the new, green fronds of bracken ferns suspended on tall, green, yellow stems. Everywhere amongst the ancient trees, under their dense green summer canopy, there would be the muted hum of a myriad of insects, punctuated now and then by the lovely melodic notes of a Blackbird or a Song Thrush, whose nests could be nearby, or maybe somewhere further off.

			As if to add more magic to all of these small pleasant, soothing sounds, at that moment, the woods, fields and moorland all lay as still and untroubled as are all natural places when man is not there to disturb it. Being summer, Freddy had been sleeping out in the open for some time and would only find cover if the weather turned very bad, so here he was relaxing a while, after hunting nearly all night, then having a short sleep, before getting up and about early. Now, beneath his canopy of ferns, he took in a deep breath of the sweet aromatic air, instinctively identifying many of the different scents it carried, while he languidly stretched his dark brown front legs with their almost black tipped forepaws, resting his head upon them, allowing himself to indulge in his pretense of dozing again. However inactive and drowsy he may have appeared, his keen senses were ever alert, with his long ears constantly erect, occasionally turning this way and that. He was always aware of every sound or the smallest thing that moved, by opening his sharp eyes regularly from time to time.

			Presently, he heard the not-far-off tingle of a bell, which signified the beginning of morning playtime at Halton Village Junior School, which was in the heart of the village not far from the many-arched river bridge. The old, stone-built school, amazingly, had been a place of learning for four hundred years. The tinkling bell was followed by the faint but strident voices of excited children as they jostled each other to get out into the fresh air. About 20 minutes later, they were ushered back into the building. To all intents and purposes, with its stone mullioned narrow windows, it looked more like an ancient stone manor house than a school. The village of Halton, nestled comfortably in its dale, sheltered from the northwest winds in the lee of the high, wide expanse of Blay Moor that rose behind it. The tiny village was a mixture of older, solid grey stone, single-storey cottages and two-storey, early Victorian dwellings that mixed cheek by jowl with the much older ones. The village had the distinction of having a very popular pub, an ancient inn and an equally ancient church.

			The pub was advertised by the sign, on a post in front, for the benefit of outsiders. The sign revealed that it was The Red Lion, locally, it was generally referred to colloquially as, “t’pub”.

			The Red Lion was conveniently situated near the bridge, and its front faced the travellers who entered the village from the south. Well up the hill from the main part of Halton was the venerable pile of the square-towered church, St. Widfred. This notable, much-photographed structure, with a long history, commanded the higher perimeter of Halton, set beside the winding road that went over the moor to Rickalby and its tower could be seen from miles around.

			The church could be considered the largest structure thereabouts if one discounted the Manor House some miles away, up the dale on the high ground beyond Agnes wood on the other side of the river. Saint Widfreds had a history nearly as long as that of the village; it always drew travellers and tourists to wander around its precincts and venture inside the cool, quiet interior, more during the summer months. They examined chiselled inscriptions on old gravestones and peered at the stone tablets let in the church's inner walls that bore witness to the lives of past lords of the manor and other notables.

			They took photographs of everything, including the roof timbers and the wood carving around the choir stalls, as they drifted quietly up. And down the nave. Once inside, they spoke with hushed voices, which people seem to instinctively do when they enter into such ancient and hallowed structures. Those visitors with a sense of history, or a more than average interest in it and being of a perceptive nature, no doubt might try to imagine what the people who had worshipped there in the past, had been like in those far-off times.

			Freddy’s ancestors, too, had long lived in the area, probably since before the Roman legions had come, marching through dales and over the wild moorland to stop, not much further north and build Hadrian’s Wall, naming it after their Emperor in Rome. It served to mark and secure the northern limit of their wide and powerful empire. None of that was likely to be of any concern to a young fox, whose main interest would soon be his next meal; he was just 16 months old. Last September, he had left his siblings and the care of the dog fox, his father and his mother, the Vixen, Before that time, for six months, she and his father had acquainted himself and their two other kits with that part of the dale, just on the other side of the river which was the territory they had marked as their own. All this meant that as yet, he was unfamiliar with this side of the river and its surroundings. He and the other cubs/ kits had been taught many things; at first, just by watching what their parents did; they were all the things that every fox needed to know to survive.

			Freddy had tried, since that time, as best he could, to remember those lessons every day as each new situation arose to confront him. Now, he led a completely lone life in the much wider world that he had found existed beyond his earlier familiar environment. The young kits had first been shown where to find and how to dig for edible roots, nuts, grubs and much more food that could be found in the hedgerows and woods so that he had at least more than a basic knowledge on how and where to find sustenance. Later, as they became more mature, he and his siblings were schooled in how to catch rabbits by cutting them off from their runs and scattering them away from their burrows. They were also shown how to catch mice and edible beetles by pouncing on them.

			Despite that, he, now in his first year alone, still came across a multitude of things he hadn’t seen before, so he had much still to learn. He had no option but to work things out for himself in order to get by in the big, sometimes confusing, new world that lay all about him.

			There was now nothing for it except to make his own way without the aid and guidance of either of his parents. Life, for Freddy, before this, with them and his siblings, had seemed to be full of little else but boisterous play and fascinating adventures; all alone now, he had to think for himself before he did anything at all, it was now a far more serious business. All sorts of dangers were out there for a young, inexperienced fox, the local roads being among the foremost. Crossing these at the wrong moment often led to the premature death of venturesome, inexperienced young foxes and sometimes even older ones. As it was, at present, for him, there still remained some of that first new sense of excitement and freedom, which had gone some way to soften his initial combined feelings of loneliness and insecurity.

			After a year or so of life on his own, he had now reached the stage where he had become more well-equipped to cope physically and was reasonably confident enough to make his own way in the world. It seemed that he was free to roam anywhere his fancy took him, without chastisement. Despite often having the uncertainty of not knowing where his next meal would come from, he had managed thus far. When, months ago, he had first felt the pangs of hunger, he had sustained himself much of the time by taking the easier, more certain option of digging up roots, bulbs and grubs. He found that these were satisfying in their way, yet after eating them, it wasn’t long before he began to feel the need for the more substantial fare his mother or his father, the dog fox, used to bring back to their cosy den. So on one night in the early hours, he had, after one failed, frustrating attempt, managed to catch a stray white Leghorn hen, in a backyard and as a result had finished up with a few tell-tale white feathers stuck around his mouth and in his coat, while lots of them scattered around the immediate vicinity of the action.

			It was July now, and a warm, windless pleasant day, as he lay indulging himself for a short while, enjoying the sights and scents of a beautiful morning. The days were long and warm and pleasant in the English countryside, which had that remarkable lush and green aspect that surprises, amazes and delights first visitors from warmer, drier climes. As he lay there, he wasn’t, for the time being, desperately hungry, and he lacked nothing. Life was good. He had left his family long after the mating season, so that then, as now it was still a little early in the year for Freddy to begin seeking out a mate, a vixen for himself; in any case, up to this time he hadn’t felt much of a need for anything of the sort and there was time enough yet. Such events came, inevitably, according to the natural order of things in the wild. Nature had an infallible way of making things happen in her own good time. Eventually, as the morning began to wear on, Freddy became a little restless and took more notice of things further off.

			Farmer Broadley’s long, sloping mowing grass meadow came nearly down to the river, it ended beside the path bounded by a fence of part stone wall and other sections with barbed wire fixed to some rustic posts. In amongst the grass of Broadley’s field, the yellow Buttercups were being visited by Bees, while Cabbage White butterflies were flitting about here and there. For a while, he watched as a gorgeous, more elegant, gaudy winged, Red Admiral butterfly flew unhurriedly from flower to flower. After a while, a little movement in the bottom corner of the pasture soon caught Freddy’s eye. ‘Rabbits!’ he thought. So he began to watch their antics with, just then, little but desultory interest. He observed without moving a muscle, fascinated by their comings and goings around the burrows, bobbing in and out, little ones chasing each other, while older ones sat up on their hind legs to busily and fastidiously wash their long ears with front paws whilst having a good look around.

			Freddy’s concentration was quite suddenly broken, when, from higher up, in the middle of the mowing grass meadow, another occurrence caught his attention, as from the long grass, something very small arose straight upward, with a constant, incredibly rapid fluttering of tiny wings, whilst at the same time emitting a rapturous succession of continual, clear, sharp twittering notes. Freddy had never seen a Skylark before and watched with wonder as the tiny bird with the beat of its small wings, gradually ascended vertically, as if on a string up into the blue vault of heaven, whilst continually emitting its glorious, continuous cadenza of lovely notes. All the while, the Skylark was getting higher and higher, looking ever smaller and smaller until it was a mere speck. It was then that its ascent stopped, and there it hovered, on seemingly tireless wings, still continuously uttering its joyful song. All who were ever privileged to witness this wondrous event have marvelled at how a thing so tiny could generate so much energy and joy at the same time.

			Even old John Thomas, who was just then trimming with his long-curved scythe the verge and ditches along a narrow laneway beside Broadley’s field at the back of the village, stopped in mid-swing to watch. He had witnessed it many a time in his long life, yet whenever he saw it again, he never ceased to be amazed and delighted at such a marvellous outpouring of the joy of life.

			John Thomas breathed a long, appreciative sigh.

			“Ah!”; he exclaimed as he pushed his battered straw hat back, and wiped the sweat from his furrowed brow with a larger, red, white-spotted, handkerchief, while a smile of pleasure broke upon his weather-beaten face, After watching it hover for a while he returned to his task, first drawing a whetstone from his pocket, to run it deftly several times with long practised skill over the long curving blade of the scythe. That done, he began once more to lay low the rough grass and nettles with a feeling of increased vigour.

			‘Who’d want ta live in a big town an’ miss that,' he mused to himself and broke into whistling a merry tune as he swung the scythe back and forth in a wide arc so that the weeds and herbage fell in swathes in the ditch bottom. Seemingly revitalised by the tiny Skylark’s joy of life, old John continued his work enthusiastically, making the lane look neat and tidy.

			So that was how that summer day started for Freddy, which all led to the following day when he had a quite unusual experience. Apart from the main story, it can be taken as a light aside. For if it could be imagined that animals might have conversations, it would be fascinating to consider that possibility in relation to what happened to him early on that day, during another early morning wandering further along the same riverbank. Freddy, who had again hunted most of the previous night, had lain down for a while in a similar spot to the day before. Once again, he was intently observing all around him without being seen himself. He was engaged in wondering where to go next on his explorations, in the continual search for all things edible. However, he knew that staying so close to the village during the daylight hours was fraught with danger and he had just about resolved to go up toward Blay Moor when, as he lay deliberating, he became aware that a brown field mouse had quietly emerged from her home between the gnarled roots of a willow that grew halfway up the river bank; the slender arching branches of which hung over the edge of a sheltered pool.

			She came out nervously and gingerly at first, furtively moving a little way further, at intervals from her home, going a little way down, where there was a gentle slope that went to the water's edge at the same time surveying the morning world. Once she had assured herself that there was no immediate danger, she sat upright on her hind legs for a minute and began to fastidiously clean ears and whiskers with her front paws, in the manner of a respectable cat. She rounded off her morning toilet with a vigorous scratching of her little fat belly and then, to Freddy’s amazement, said, ‘That’s better, Mrs Mouse.’ She then began to busy herself picking up little dry leaves and bits of grass, taking them down through her front door, the small hole between the tree roots and into her little home.

			‘Lovely day! Lovely day!' she kept saying to herself and no one in particular, as she scurried to and fro.

			Freddy, after he had become aware of her and her exclamations, thought to himself, ‘What a silly little creature, talking to itself.’ He thought, that’s what comes of living by yourself, under a tree, I imagine’.’ So then fascinated, he continued to watch Mrs. Mouse, he, having, for the time being, nothing better to occupy himself with and all day to spend as he wished. At any other time, he might have regarded her as something to eat, but he was not yet sufficiently hungry after earlier catching a rabbit, so he was just then doing nothing more than indulging his curiosity, with no serious consideration of seeing her, at that moment, as something edible.

			After a while, the mouse, having again satisfied herself all was safe, tiptoed carefully down to the river and began to drink. It was then that Freddy realised he was a little thirsty himself. So he stretched slowly, feeling a little stiff from being in one position for so long, then he ambled very slowly and noiselessly to the water's edge, where he stooped to drink just beside the little creature. Mouse was so absorbed in watching a water beetle skimming about on the glassy surface of the pool, that she didn’t notice Freddy at first; not until she looked into the water again and was on the point of uttering another,’ Lovely day!' did she see the reflection of a long nose and the sharp pointed ears, along with the amber eyes, clearly mirrored in the pool. It made her jump, and her heart missed a beat. She froze at this sudden nightmarish apparition, which was, to say the least, an extremely frightening moment for the little creature, who, up to that moment, had been quite happy and at peace with her world and situation. Seeing the reflection of that big snout with the sharp white incisors and the long lolling tongue must have been nightmarish.

			To say that mouse was a little startled and taken aback would have been an understatement. After seeing it and being terribly startled, transfixed for a few seconds, hypnotised by the reflection in the water, she could only make, at first, extremely nervous gurgling noises in her throat, for she was suddenly gripped by absolute terror that consumed her whole being. Freddy, unperturbed and mostly oblivious of his effect on the mouse’s composure, proceeded to drink, noisily lapping up the cool water with his long tongue. All the time as he displayed his long, sharp, white teeth, he paid little attention to her and her predicament. He didn’t think of her at that time worthy of more than cursory notice; after all, she was hardly big enough to warrant seriously looking at as a decent meal anyway. Meanwhile, mouse quickly reviewed her dire situation and thought it of little use at this point to try make a run to her home, so that, she began gradually to gather her wits together, thinking she had better put a brave face on and try to bluff it out.

			Suddenly, she surprised Freddy by remarking once more, ‘Lovely day!’

			There was little else that he could do but reply, ‘Yes, it is,'

			He did not wish to appear ignorant. ‘Lovely day!' said the mouse again.

			This constant repetition was beginning to irritate Freddy, who then said, ‘Why do you keep on saying Lovely day?’

			

			To his further surprise, the mouse, who had suddenly recovered her presence of mind entirely and decided a degree of boldness was required, answered in a similar irritated tone, ‘Mind your own business.’

			Freddy found himself struck dumb for a moment, as he had never had a conversation with an irate mouse before.

			‘Just curious, that’s all,' he said apologetically, following that up with, ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you.’

			‘Trouble with you Foxes, is you’re always poking your long noses in other folks' business,' said mouse sharply, ‘And you’ll eat us too if given half a chance.’

			‘Hadn’t given it a thought,' answered Freddy truthfully. ‘Mind you, I’ll agree with you,' he added, in an effort to appear civil and ignoring the other's terseness and last remarks. ‘It is a lovely day to be sure.’

			Mrs. Mouse, then realised her bluff had worked, so she bravely turned her back on him and went up the bank, casually beginning to pick up more leaves, while making sure she was gradually heading for her front door, but somewhat faster than she might normally do, all the time keeping a wary eye on Freddy. As she went, she was thinking that, by being diplomatic and keeping her wits about her, she had had a lucky escape and must be more careful in future. Her parting remarks were, ‘Forgot to do my spring cleaning, you know. The adding, ‘I’ve no time to be bandying words with you or anyone else, I have a lot to do, not like some, with nothing to do but lie in the sun.’' She said scornfully, as she struggled with a large leaf at her front door. This being, as it were, her parting disparaging shot, she went in backwards dragging the leaf in quickly and disappeared under the tree roots, leaving Freddy to consider his unexpected encounter.

			Nice to meet you,’ he said, as the head with the leaf in tow disappeared.

			‘Ah, well!' Sighed Freddy, thinking to himself, what’s the use?

			’I’ll catch you later then,' he said aloud, putting his nose near the hole to have a sniff and smiling to himself as he wandered off. This remark wasn’t lost on Mrs. Mouse, who heard it as she bolted further down the hole with a sense of relief and didn’t come out again for a long time after.

			So, this strange episode might serve to help them imagine that this is what might have transpired if animals really did communicate and have conversations.

			Humour is all well and good in its place, yet we must get back to reality and the more serious story of Freddy’s life. After that, Freddy wondered, but only briefly, whether or not to continue his summer dreaming and resume dozing, but mouse’s disapproval of him and his habits, had quite put him off laying there idly, or further watching her busily dashing in and out with things and talking to herself all the while. There were, for him also, more serious things to be occupied with. So, he set his path in the direction of Blay Moor, going up through the mowing grass field, then deviating somewhat from the most direct way, which was by Joe Broadley’s farm, so he is cutting through the churchyard, then going over Blay Moor road, crossing it between the top side of the churchyard and the gate to Broadley’s farmhouse. That brought him into the fields on the other side, where he could trot along unseen from the farm behind the low-trimmed Hawthorn hedge and stone walls that flanked the road. He had for some time given Broadley’s a very wide berth, for he knew from a previous daytime circuit of the property that bad things could happen if you were spotted.

			On one occasion, Broadley had seen him and emerged with what looked like a long stick, which, when he had pointed it at Freddy, had made a terrible noise, whilst at the same time twigs and leaves had suddenly been mysteriously stripped from the bush he was passing under in the hedgerow. So, Freddy stayed in the shadows and hollows, keeping up a steady pace, his long bushy tail trailing low as he made for the edge of the moor. He trotted carefully along the shaded side until he was well past the farm. As he moved further along, he went unseen by young Tom Jenkins, Joe’s farm hand, who was that morning on the other side of the road, seated on the tractor, driving back and forth, ploughing one of Broadley’s roadside fields, oblivious of Freddy’s presence. Freddy went for another quarter mile or more over several fields. So he remained unseen, hidden from the road and the sight of anyone on the far side; all the while, the land and road were climbing steadily toward the edge of the moor. Before long, he re-crossed the road on a bend, at a safe distance above the farm and came into Broadley’s higher fields that sloped up near the end of the vertical limestone barrier of Ayton Scar, which formed the southern flank of the moor.

			On this day, The Scar stood against a blue summer sky that was flecked with one or two small, solitary, wispy, white clouds. Everywhere around Freddy, there were the smells and nuances of a Dales summer day that added to the sense of freedom and well-being generated by those lovely wide and open spaces. After an hour of sniffing here and there, exploring little hollows, drains and holes in stone walls, hunting for rats, or whatever there might be, he was getting close to the edge of the moor, where the farmland that skirted it ended. Here, the fields, bounded by dry stone walls, were more than ever of different and irregular shapes and the ones nearest the moor were littered with small limestone rocks. Where the fields ended, all there was, between them, the moor and the escarpment a wide swathe of rough open ground, strewn with larger rocks and here and there rocky outcrops all of it, interspersed with clumps of thorny Gorse and Blackberry bushes. The Gorse, with their profusion of bright yellow flowers, were islands of colour on land unfit to farm, but some of Joe Broadley’s sheep were allowed to graze there.

			The sound of the diesel tractor was now fading to a faint, distant buzz. On the higher ground that now rose before Freddy, the wide and wild, empty acres of moorland, that stretched to the horizon, beckoned; no fences or walls there, only a sea of mauve and purple heather, broken only by areas of course tussock grass and scattered rocks, all of it stretching away as far as he could see. Here and there on the moor were little reed-lined, shallow ponds frequented by moorhens and ducks. The heather and thick tussock grass, in many places, hid the serpentine, narrow runnels that drained fresh, sparkling, clear water from the tops to fill the becks and little streamlets that all went to the river. Before Freddy reached the moor proper, he had to cross the wasteland that sloped up in a long, steep, gradual incline around the western limit of the high barrier of the scar. The Scar was the natural bastion that had always sheltered.

			Halton, from the full fury of winter's north winds. Once he got up onto the proper edge of the moor, Freddy loped along unimpeded, enjoying the freedom that came from being alone and feeling safe up there, where, for much of the year, only the odd small groups of people ventured, hikers and walkers.

			So now, he was able to go wherever fancy took him, across the wide empty acres. He had first circled further to the west in order to skirt the end of Ayton Scar, which had resulted in the gradual climb from the lower side after which he then turned east to make for where he intended to go first, which was the top of the escarpment, from where he could see everything for miles around. When he finally got there, he lay down on the high edge of the scar to rest and survey the panorama that stretched from below him north to south and to the far eastern horizon that was lost in the summer haze. He had set himself on a point where the limestone rock face dropped for a hundred feet, and from there, he could see all of Hailedale, Halton and the next village of Alderwick and all around for miles. The river Haile, as it flowed gently past Halton, gleamed in the sunlight, winding its way on until it passed out of sight, hidden by the dense green canopy of Ayn wood. At that moment, he saw very little other sign of humans nearer than young Jenkins still busy at ploughing, far below. Joe Broadley’s cows and more of his sheep were grazing in his other fields, some of which pastures adjoined those of Jim Dawber’s Scarfield farm. Most of Joe’s sheep, at this time of year, were up here on the moor, where they roamed freely in their own wide-ranging area, which by long inbred instinct they rarely strayed from, despite there being no fences. All the sheep from various farms, that grazed on the numerous Dales moors, knew their own section.

			Old Jim Dawber’s sheep also had their own exclusive part of Blay moor, the same one their ancestors had used. At sheering time, when sheep were rounded up and brought down to the farms, there were always a few that had strayed and become mixed with another farm's sheep. These were soon returned to their rightful owners when markings were checked. Jim no longer had proper sheepdogs, for he had cut down his herd after his last two border Collies had passed on and he had become less agile. When round-up time for shearing and drenching, etc. came, he now reluctantly engaged a shepherd with good dogs and a couple of shearers to do the job. Jim’s big old dog Rowley was like him, getting past all that. If they were lucky or maybe unlucky, the helpers might be offered a sample of Jim’s very potent homebrew,

			***

			Up there, behind that elevated position where Freddy lay, in the fresh, cool, heather-scented air, the startled Curlews voiced their displeasure at his intrusion, displaying their distinctive wheeling and faltering form of flight and uttering their mournful mewing call, which always seemed to evoke a sense of the wildness and emphasise the solitude of moorland places. Despite all the upheavals of history, the moors had for centuries never changed. It was an undeniable fact that man had never found a way to cultivate and tame these vast areas of wilderness that were a feature of northern Britain as well as many parts of Scotland.

			Blay Moor, like many moors, had, here and there, rocky outcrops that arose out of the heather-clad land; land that was covered with acid soil, permeated with stones, so that over the centuries the moors had been left alone, defying plough and seed, with only sheep, birds and other wild things able to survive and inhabit the empty, treeless expanses. English moorlands had a singular beauty all of their own. For some people, those with imagination and degree of sensitivity, the moors and fells cast a spell upon them, transmitting, via that sensation of solitude, a strange, unusual, but not unpleasant feeling of spiritual awareness, of being at one with earth, nearer to the sky, a release from all the things which bind and stricture their lives in the busy industrial valleys further south. Up there, it was a haven from the frantic haste of towns. Freddy also felt something of this too, as cool breezes came up and bent the stems of the tall rough grasses, disturbed the short hardy branches of the heather, creating, over the empty moorland, an impression of waves on an ocean.

			On the high rim of the moor, there was not the same drowsy, summer warmth that prevailed down in the dale, instead, there was what seemed a cleaner, more invigorating freshness. Yet, despite the present agreeable weather, the moors and fells were places where the wind, when it had a mind to, could blow untrammelled, wild and untamed, like the moors themselves. In the depths of winter, stormy winds sang in the telephone wires that followed the few roads over the empty treeless heights, throwing their fury brought out of the west, the north or the east, unhindered, sweeping over the great undulating emptiness, tearing at the heather and grass with strong invisible fingers. In the depths of winter when the freezing winds came out of the east, Blay Moor was sometimes blanketed by deep winter snow, a sight to behold, pristine white and trackless; its acres stretching to the horizon, above which a dull leaden sky threatened more snow; at other times a clear winter sky would herald more deep frost and freezing nights. All that frigid influence often came courtesy of the bitter, heartless, winter east wind, that had first blown across the vast Russian Steppe, then over the Baltic Sea to Scandinavia, to sweep without let, over the North Sea, to the moors, fells and dales, where it could still freeze a body to the bone. A man could lose his sense of direction and die out there on the moors in a blizzard.

			When sheep got caught up on ‘The Tops,' they might survive for a time, buried under drifts, to then perish from lack of oxygen, or eventually freeze or starve to death. Foxes were known to sometimes sleep, buried under the snow that would, for a time, insulate them from the freezing wind, but they had the sense and ability to dig themselves out.

			After a short while of taking in the view, Freddy then decided to move on, going more toward the centre of the moor that lay before him like a rolling wide purple sea, where toward the centre some parts tended to be a little lower than the outer limits. He soon found that he could get along quicker and easier by using some of the well-worn sheep paths that wound serpentine all over the moor. When he came upon one of the almost invisible, gently flowing runnels or rivulets, that were scattered across the moor, draining it, as they meandered, half hidden by heather and grass, he got himself right into one of these narrow trench-like streams, at a point where the water came up to his belly in places.

			It was pleasantly cool to stand in the crystal-clear water and take a refreshing drink that had a faint tang of peat. He had found the deepest part and lowered his body until the top of his head went under last; this was a trick his mother had shown him and the other kits when they were still quite young; it was not only cooling and invigorating, but it was a way of getting rid of fleas. Finally, he scrambled out feeling much revived, shaking himself so hard and vigorously that most of the water flew out of his coat, all around in fine sprays. Now, as he went along, he would quickly dry in the warm sunlight and pleasant, light breeze. So then, he wandered about aimlessly on the moor for a while, occasionally thinking to himself, ‘Lovely day,' as he remembered Mouse’s muttering and thought how true they were, something to be enjoyed up there alone and free. So, he ambled about desultorily, but still never forgetting.

			The ever-present need for sustenance, of whatever kind, presented itself. Eventually, he found himself amongst a scattered group of sheep who took little notice of him because he was moving so slowly. They would have taken more notice if he had been moving rapidly, like the Border collies when they came to round them up. Some of the sheep lay there, staring blankly, unconcerned, while another group, as they wandered slowly, browsing, observed him from a distance with a deal of curiosity but with the same unreadable expressions.

			Some people might speculate that they communicated by sending their thoughts to each other, and if they did, it might go like this: ‘Why doesn’t he stay in the valley,' observed one?’ While the old ram said, ‘They are never up to any good, foxes,' and a third uttered a long, ‘bah!’ turned its back on Freddy and walked away, the rest followed. So, as Freddy was only moving slowly, they seemed, for the present, not to regard him as a threat. Their young lambs of spring had grown already quite big, so they were not something a hungry fox might now regard as easy prey to catch and try to carry off. Freddy thought them on the whole, quite silly, docile creatures, a bit like Mrs Mouse, but unlike her, they seemed to have little get-up and go, That was unless something alarmed them, at which time they would follow each other in panic, milling close together and turning from one direction to another, apparently with no idea what to do and mostly with no idea where to go.

			After a few hours wandering about, when it came to midday, Freddy, who had previously only managed to catch a field mouse, had decided he was getting more than a little hungry. By this time, he had returned once more to the high edge of Ayton Scar, to a point that was still some way from the centre of the long escarpment. That centre was where the escarpment was split by the precipitous gorge that gave the scar its name. Ayton Scar had been created by an ancient glacier, and the gorge was a deep winding canyon made aeons ago. That enormous defile wound back into the moor and ended with a steep-sided narrow waterfall that drained that part of Blay Moor.

			The high rock walls of The Scar overhung at the top, leaving a narrowing gap between the two sides, so that the scar boulder-strewn floor, with the stream in the middle, was nearly always in shade.

			Freddy, however, had no intention of going so far in that direction today, so he lay down between two big rocks and basked in the sun’s warm rays for a short while to consider where best to seek something to eat. From there, he looked down as he had done earlier, seeing everything in the long, wide, green dale. Halton dreamed in the summer sun, whilst far off unseen, east and west of him, obscured by the moors that divided them, other dales stretched away generally in a northerly direction. Far off, to the southeast beyond the summer haze, lay the flat, wide plain of East Yorkshire, with its amazing patchwork of bigger fields that stretched to the North Sea coast. In the north of the plain lay other moors and the Ampleton Hills. Many miles behind him on the other side of the moor, near the northwestern limit of Hailedale, was the busy market town of Rickalby, with its ancient, medieval, Norman castle.

			Where Freddy was, there was profound peace and quiet, no busy hustle and bustle or cars. It was lunchtime, and most people would have stopped whatever they were doing. He watched the bees for a while as they attended to the heather blooms, another interesting distraction as they hovered and droned, moving from one flower to another, all around him. A Kestrel hawk glided effortlessly high over the escarpment in the rising warm air, occasionally hovering, then sliding sideways, to hover over a new spot. The raptor’s eye missed nothing that moved as it watched for any small prey that might appear. Freddy breathed in the moorland air that carried with it the combined scent of the peaty moor bogs and the summer heather. Here was the unsullied environment that made moors and fells a place that some humans came to enjoy from time to time in order to revive the body and cleanse the spirit. Far below, on the other side of the village, the river Haile was a silver ribbon that, where it ran over the pebbled shallows, scintillated and sparkled in the midday sun. It flowed past Scarfield Farm’s low fields, to then meandered past Broadley’s bottom pasture and then on beside Halton village and its famous pub, passing under the beautiful five-arched bridge. Not far from there, the river drew itself into a rushing, marvellous confluence of water that fell over the several lovely, wide cascades of Lyngarth Falls to boil in a riot of foaming white below each rocky step. Even from this newer vantage point. The falls were still hidden beneath the lush green canopy of the green, deciduous woodland.

			

			Freddy, if it could be said foxes did such things, breathed what might be called a sigh of contentment as he looked over the scene, feeling much safer up there when it was daytime than near the dwellings of men, the village and farms which he was looking down on. Humans he had found were strange beings, who, he knew, for the most part, took exception to foxes and did not like them around. Over time, he had learnt to overcome much of that instinctive fear out of necessity and had often imprudently become quite unconcerned when cheekily foraging around dwellings. Now, from his elevated position, he watched with interest the near and distant comings and goings that were happening in and beyond the village and farms. The roads started to become quite busy, no doubt with the usual influx of summer tourists, who came to The Dales not only from other parts of Britain but all over the world, such as the region's fame.

			A few cyclists appeared, pedalling into the village, where they had a short break and then did the hard uphill pedal up over the moor road. Once they reached the summit, they would have the fast winding a fast descent and then over the stone bridge into Rickalby. Down below in Halton, the village school children were having lunchtime and playtime, and small dots were running around in the schoolyard, throwing balls or chasing each other. Presently, a couple of hikers with rucksacks came into view, plodding up the hill from the village on the Rickalby road, stopping a while to admire the church and taking photographs of it and its ancient lychgate before passing by Broadley’s farm gate. Freddy watched them clamber over a stile in the dry stone wall just round a bend in the road, it gave onto a public footpath up to the moor; they were most likely to be heading straight across the moor to spend the night at the little village of Malham in the Youth hostel. By going that way, when they neared the far side of the moor, they would have to skirt along the eastern edge of the still water of Halham Tarn to reach that lovely little village that was quite some way up Hailedale. From Halham, the hikers could then cross the highland of Coleby Estate and go down into Gowerdale. Once there, an option would be to go over Dalby Moor and to reach even more remote, lovely dales, hamlets and villages.

			On this side of Blay Moor, not far from where Freddy lay, just over the top of Ayton scar gorge, was a strange feature, where several acres were covered with a jumble of twelve-inch high, weathered, almost flat-topped, limestone rocks of all shapes which had between them, very narrow, parallel spaces, a ragged natural pavement. Centuries of water and weather had worn away the soft limestone bedrock to make the curious feature of very narrow channels, leaving, as a result, a vast patchwork of irregular stepping stones. Hikers usually avoided that part, as it was nearly impossible.

			

			To walk without constantly looking down, one had to hop across from one rock paving stone to another and could easily, by slipping into a miniature crevasse, damage an ankle, or worse. Some of the more adventurous and agile were intrigued enough to walk around on it, there, no doubt thinking it was well worth it to see and stand on such a quirk of nature. Freddy, when he had ventured up there, hopped around on the stones, having discovered that some small creatures such as field mice and voles frequented and lived between the fissures.

			Hailedale and the river skirted the eastern edge of Blay moor. The dale was a quite wide valley with its sloping fields, bounded by the high moors on either side. The fields rising gradually upward were a patchwork of pastures of all sorts of shapes, enclosed by grey, dry limestone walls. The walls made a remarkable, staggering pattern that followed no consistent or recognisable plan. Every field throughout the many dales had a different size and was a uniquely shaped area, the walls following exactly the contour of the land. All of this working farmland rose up gradually from the river to became steeper as it met the sharp inclines that edged the higher moorlands and fells. The farms in the upper dale were often situated quite far apart. Sheep were the most common livestock in the higher dales or out on the moors. Cows seemed, for the most part, to graze in the lower pastures and down in the river meadows. There also, the fields and properties were all divided and sectioned by the same wonderful maze of ancient stone wall enclosures. The walls, except where here and there they were broken by short sections of rustic wooden fence or wire, were seemingly endless boundaries that traversed gullies, and ran on either side of farm tracks, lanes and roads, they were built, in many places up up impossibly steep slopes, and a feature to be seen everywhere in the upper dales.

			Only the hardiest of people had over the centuries cared to strive in order to make a living off land where a good deal of it was marginal, especially in some of the more remote dales, beautiful though they were to the passing traveller, such land was a hard environment and demanding taskmaster. Most of those hardy, resilient folk, who were native to those places, could trace their origins back to the first Viking settlers; another reason why they had proved to be a tough breed, inured to the hardship of long, freezing, winters and used to living far from towns and cities. The thick, solid walls of their farmhouses and the many isolated barns out in the fields or situated up the fell sides were made of the same grey

			limestone as the field walls and the rocky outcrops and escarpments. The Dales-folk, like the stone, were a tough breed; they were sometimes, when first met by strangers, given too few words and mistakenly regarded as being insular and uncommunicative. This was far from the truth because being a canny breed, they would first try to gauge a person's character and worth.

			Freddy lay there, unaware and oblivious to the history of his surroundings, although it was all there before him and around him, in one form or another and had been there for generations of his predecessors. He allowed himself to doze, feeling secure and having nothing in particular to do, for he had decided to leave off hunting until later. Inevitably, the pangs of hunger and the instinct for survival would prompt him to hunt again when fewer humans would be abroad. He only closed his eyes for short periods, and when open, he watched the two hikers progress over the moor. They were a young couple, wearing shorts and tartan shirts; on their feet were sturdy boots and long woollen socks; maybe they had a small tent and could camp overnight if they wanted. Previously, they had passed him at no great distance, unaware of his presence. They would not know they were being observed as they went purposefully on, chatting cheerfully, following the sheep paths and sometimes stopping to admire the view, taking photos of it or themselves. At one point, they stopped and indulged in a hug and a kiss. They were obviously having a wonderful time in each other's company, enjoying, like Freddy, the freedom and solitude. They gradually passed into the distance, two slowly moving specks and everything on the moor returned to its usual air of empty solitude, which was only occasionally broken by a car coming up the road out of the village and going off over the moor road to Rickalby.

			When it got to about four in the afternoon, Freddy stirred himself, standing and stretching. At this time of year, there would still be at least six hours of daylight left, so he thought he might roam and explore a little and trot off, more or less in the direction the hikers had taken. They had long since disappeared into the depression in which lay the deep, still waters of the tarn. Moving around up on the moors in the daytime, where it was all open and exposed, wasn’t so much of a risk to his safety, unless a gamekeeper was about, checking on the welfare and condition of the grouse that nested in the heather, fortunately, there wasn’t any sign of a gamekeeper being around. Now and then, as he went, he would pause to sniff at something of interest; this resulted once or twice in a sudden flurry of wings right in front of him, as his sudden appearance flushed out groups of Red Grouse from their hiding or nesting places in the heather. Next month, on the 12th, there would be the start of the Grouse shooting season on various moors, and then such places would be more dangerous for a fox. The shooting was a long-established traditional event on northern moors. Shooters would come to participate from near and far.

			

			To start the process, beaters were sent out a long way from the shooting butts, to then walk slowly forward in a line across a section of moor, beating the heather with long sticks to flush out the grouse. Then the low-flying birds would fly towards and over the short sections of wall made with either piled grass sods or stones stone to that formed the butts – where the shooters with double-barrelled shotguns waited. When an unlucky number of the fleeing birds had been brought down, the retriever dogs would then go out to bring back the fallen birds. So, Freddy and any other self-respecting fox, to be abroad on a grouse moor at that time in August, would not be a good idea, but that was still a few weeks away.

			It took him a while to reach the tarn, but when he got to the near shore, he could see on the far side the distant figures of the hikers still making for the village of Halham. He began to skirt the tarn on its long eastern edge. Halfway along the shore, he turned away from it to eventually reach the highest point of the fell at the northern limit of the limestone escarpment. From here, he looked back down at the shining expanse of the tarn, its waters an unruffled mirror surface. In the other direction, he could look down the slopes that came up the dale side. Before he stretched another pleasant vista, more of the green patchwork of many shaped fields that continued on either side of the river to Rickalby and beyond. The dale here was no less lovely, dotted with farms and lonely, isolated stone barns high up on hillsides below the moors, while the river Haile in the alley bottom wound away in both directions. To Freddy’s left, far below, in the distance was the little hamlet of Halham, with its Tarn-fed, little trout beck. That lovely little watercourse went through the village, there going under the little hump-backed, stone bridge and then on to join the Haile near where Kalham Road met Rickalby Road.

			***

			The market town of Rickalby was much further up the dale, and you came to it a few miles further on from where the road bent to the west. Rickalby was famous because of its well-preserved medieval castle, which stood on the high ground overlooking the town and river. The ancient walls still looked as solid and strong as when the Normans had built them; it watched over the bridge, the river and the dale, from its well-planned, strategic position dominating the town and its approaches. After the traveller left the town and went further up the dale, there were more dales and pretty stone-built villages that, on this summer day, would be dreaming quiet and serene in the late afternoon sun.

			

			Freddy could now see cows in some of the lower pastures beside Halham Beck and a few higher up the dale sides, where, as always, there were mostly sheep. Here and there, standing, square, solid and solitary, surrounded by the walled fields, were those ancient, stone barns, some high up on the steep fell sides; they had served for centuries to store fodder and shelter sheep when they had to be brought off the moors if winter weather turned exceptionally bad. Though seemingly divorced and far from the parent farm, they were an indispensable asset to the farmers. When the snow came, the east wind sent its freezing blasts across those high, wild, open spaces, the necessary storage place and a refuge. Halfway down the dale side, between where he stood and the nearest of the fields, a farmer was rounding up a flock of sheep from the moor with the aid of two black and white Border Collies, it was obvious that they were past masters of this time-honoured rural skill, darting with lightning speed here there and everywhere, backwards and forwards, behind the back and sides of the woolly, white mob, displaying the intuition and alacrity they are famed for. They were doing their job, with little perceptible direction from the farmer, heading the sheep into a narrow dirt lane, between stone walls, that led to the farm. One dog went to run back and forth behind the mob, keeping them moving forward, occasionally snapping at the heels of a wayward one. The other dog would briefly crouch low on one side or the other of them, then run up and down the flank, keeping them bunched together. Quick as anything, this was reversed, and the rear dog would go guard the flanks, depending on which way the sheep tried to wander or the shepherd wanted them to go. The only apparent communication between the three of them was now and then a short, sharp whistle or low call.

			It was always a fascinating and marvellous thing to observe this amazing rapport, the close relationship that a dales farmer or a shepherd had with his working four-footed helpers. Even Freddy was mesmerised by this amazing spectacle. As far as Freddy was concerned, the little scene only reinforced his perception of sheep being, on the whole, quite silly creatures, especially when they allowed themselves to be driven where they didn’t want to go.

			Despite their busy preoccupation and concentration on the task, one of the Collies suddenly looked up toward the moor where Freddy was and barked. It could have been Freddy’s scent that had carried on the breeze, or just sharp eyes and instinct, but the dog somehow knew that something unusual was up there, so that the shepherd who knew every attitude of his dogs did not fail to notice his dog's reaction. The Collie stopped and looked in Freddy’s direction, for one brief moment taking its eyes off the sheep. A sharp whistle from the farmer had it return to the task. It didn’t take long after that for the sheep to be herded down the track and into the enclosure that stood at the end of it, beside the farmhouse.

			Freddy, meanwhile, when the Collie looked in his direction, had quickly dropped to lay as flat as possible amongst the heather and bracken. Although it was now about six in the evening, the sun was still quite high at this time of year, before descending toward the west. A wonderful stillness lay upon the valley; All that could be heard was, now and then, some bleating from the sheep. The slight breeze from the west had picked up, bringing from that direction a line of scattered, fleecy, white clouds. As they moved slowly to the east, their various shapes became shadows coursing across the meadows and fell sides, creating an ever-changing, moving, magical pattern of dark and light. From his vantage point, Freddy could see the village of Halham and its beck hurrying to join the river Haile. That part of Hailedale looked no less lovely than the rest, as it lay below him in the late summer evening, as he pondered where to find his next meal.

			***

			Halham beck drained excess water from the moor and the tarn. Now, in the early evening sun, he could see it flash and sparkle silver, where it was not obscured by bushes. After it left the tarn and the moor, when it got down into Halhamdale, it flowed in a series of bends to the village where it went under that little, stone-humped back bridge beside the tiny general store, which served the hamlet of Halham. Only a few houses graced the beck's far banks, east of the shop, clustering discretely and unpretentiously amongst the trees beside the clear bubbling water. The Black Bull Hotel, the only licensed premises there, was situated on the other side of the village green from the store, along with most of the other houses. Halham had, in the winter months, always remained a quiet, idyllic place; nevertheless, in the summer, it became quite busy and attracted all sorts of people: hikers, bikers and sightseeing tourists from near and distant places. In the warmer months, there was never any shortage of day visitors. Very small, as it was, Haham was as well frequented as many other famous Dales beauty spots.

			All the old and unspoiled villages of the dales captivated and thrilled those who came from overseas. Life in Halham was so peaceful that families of ducks would wander unconcerned back and forth across the road from the beck to the green, even when visitors were there in numbers. The ducks had got used to it, and there was always a chance of some crumbs. So for many months of the year, hikers, climbers, campers and cyclists, could be seen in or outside the tiny shop, whose gable was built right up to the edge of the beck and directly on the end of the low, humped back bridge. The little shop that sold a great variety of things edible was a magnet, and much of its appeal was not just food but the lovely, picturesque old world setting of the beck, the bridge and the shop itself; it was all the quintessential image of an old English village. Outdoor enthusiasts and day tourists would sit on the bridge parapet, which adjoined the minuscule shop, as they licked an ice cream or had a cold lemonade. It was a pleasant place to linger, where people engaged in different pursuits could strike up a conversation; while below them, speckled brown trout circled, languorously in the cool clear water, watching, alert for any morsel of food dropped from the bridge.

			So that was how it was on that day as Freddy considered where to go next. There were still a lot of people in the village of various descriptions, and quite a number of cars came and departed from time to time. Some cyclists left the village going back to the main road, then to go either to Halton or Rickalby. A few hikers set off in the same direction, and a group with large rucksacks and camping gear set off across the country towards Rickalby. It was a bit late in the day to set off walking in any direction, but being mid-summer, there was plenty of daylight left and no doubt, seasoned hikers knew what they were doing. A group of climbers, who had been climbing up Rams Head rocks and traversing the overhang, were packing their equipment into cars. From his vantage point, Freddy maybe thought it was still a lovely day, which it undoubtedly was, as he remembered Mrs. Mouse’s words. Below him in the lower fields around the old stone farmhouse, cows lay, idly chewing their cud while bevies of Black and White Leghorn and Rhode Island Red hens browsed around the farmyard. It hadn’t taken long for the farmer and his dogs to yard the sheep near the farmhouse. After that, he did some jobs around the yard, noisily moving a couple of metal milk churns, and then he disappeared into the big stone barn with his dogs.

			Eventually, after Freddy had tired of looking over the landscape and wandered about for a while, the evening wore on, and Halham became very quiet.

			His hunger and curiosity got the better of him, so he decided to go further down into the valley and have a look around. It was quite a bit different here to lower down the valley around Halton; for one thing, there was less natural cover, so he had to get along more often than not in ditches or behind dry stone walls that lined the roads and farm tracks. These Yorkshire Dales walls were all built the same, by just placing one stone on top of another and side by side and just fitting a compatibly shaped one beside the next. Such walls were hundreds of years old; they were everywhere in all the dales and went uphill and down, enclosing the fields, of which there seemed to be no two with the same shape or area. These ancient enclosures, as previously mentioned, had a fascinating and extraordinary variety of configurations; there were squares, oblongs, triangles and narrow elongated ones, and somewhere the stone wall converged to a sharp point. As in all the other dales, they patterned the whole width of each valley, then swept up the fell sides to the edge of the moors on either side. Grass or ploughed field, farmhouse or winding, narrow road, they were all encompassed and guarded by the ubiquitous, dry laid, stone walls.

			This was the environment that Freddy was hunting in, and it wasn’t long before he had crossed the narrow road before it went into Halham and found himself on the banks of Halham Beck not far from where it joined the river. He had thirst again, so he took a long drink of the cool refreshing water that had already travelled some miles from its higher moorland sources. After his drink, he went a short way up the beck, staying in the shallows, where that was possible, in order to cool his paws, feeling the cool current pull at his legs on the loose, shiny pebbles of the bottom. Then he jumped onto the bank where he gave his coat a good hard shake before trotting off along beside the beck, until he spotted the sinuous movement of a number of trout in a pool.

			There were lots of such places, where the beck was deeper and stiller. Now, as he looked into the
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