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There is a road that turning always

 Cuts off the country of Again.

Archers stand there on every side

 And as it runs Time’s deer is slain,

And lies where it has lain.

Edwin Muir (1887-1959)

‘The Road’, from ‘The Collected Poems, 1921-58’ 


YEAR ONE
GYRLE
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Chapter One

Night coming in the valley, a rind of moon behind the beech hanger on the hill and a woodcock rising from a holly thicket into the hoar air.

Each evening since the early year the woodcock had flighted from the roost of holly leaves and flown beyond the hill to the copse called Blackbush where the mould was soft beneath the oaks and sycamores.

Now the crows came slipping in to their winter roost in the yew forest of the valley slopes, passing below, and the woodcock turned and flew, not to Blackbush, but around the valley, out of sight to the ground. In the high air where sometimes frost formed across the flight feathers of its wing, the woodcock was in sight of the spring moon beyond the hanger. It uttered a soft whistle, then a grunt; soft whistle, then a grunt; a squeaking like a bat, a croaking like a frog; the only song it had. Now and then it was heard far below. It had found a warm air.

In the night, late, when the winter stars of Orion had gone, a movement in the valley, unheard. The crows felt it in the yew bowers, and talked of it, and shook their heads back beneath their wings, and woke again for talk, all through the dark hours. A boar badger, worm hunting in the oak mould, stopped many times to listen. Other birds there were, thrushes in the bramble thickets, a wren that sang suddenly from a crevice in the oldest yew, and a white owl that hunted the rough grassy hollows between the forest of yew trees.

On that night the woodcock did not travel on along the hill ridge to Blackbush but after circling the lower valley landed beneath a small thicket that lay apart from the yew forest, out in the grassy glade. Here it crept among oak leaves to search for worms. Forty years the oak had grown there, sheltered from sheep and rabbits when a seedling by the boughs of a yew. When the sheep had gone, and rabbits lay dead of plague, fourteen years before, other trees had grown round the two. There was spindle and the ruby stems of dogwood, privet, ash and buckthorn, and a dogrose that hung scarlet hips across them all at Michaelmas.

At woodcock light, a roe deer, a doe, rose from a bed of yew needles in the forest of Windens. The moon in Windens, at its spring rising, had begun to lose the white brilliance of winter. Its yellowing light glowed through the downy leaves of birch and chestnut, and made stippled shapes on the boles of trees and on the old leaf pattern of the forest floor. Once Windens had been quiet, with cover in the beech and spruce trees, and the greater depths of the yew groves enclosed within the plantation. Then the wood was felled, and replanted, but the new trees gave little cover as yet, and the deer were frightened of the daylight.

The doe had been uncertain for her young, so she had left the place where she had been born two years before and walked out of the valleys of the down slope, following the wind. From the old coppice woods of East Holte where bluebell leaves were throwing off a slough of dead oak mould she crossed the down at Manna Ash, and followed the running darkness of the hedgerow or the streams of air that sluiced between tree boles, as a salmon follows the currents of a river. She was a little thing of the night, no more a brown swift animal; gentle, staring at everything that might have moved. After the high down she came into a wood at Stonerock, where ash and oak tree grew, and there was the scent of a buck that was rattling young trees about with his antlers.

The ash twigs pierced the sky like tridents, but their outlines were blurred with flower buds; as the three-prong tines of the roebuck were hung with velvet. Beneath the purple flower-clustered ash the roebuck was searching for an ash sapling. The roebuck’s antlers itched with the hot blood that formed their growth: they must be rubbed clean. He found the tree, an ash sapling of twelve summers and with no flowers, scarred down one side and half covered with a new callous of bark, and stepping with high steps over the bramble strands which had formed in the twelve months since he had last sought the tree, he rubbed his antlers, fraying off the new bark, bending the sapling.

The doe walked on silently, knowing the buck, the father of the young within her womb, but not wanting any contact. He watched her go, marking her way, knowing that he would find her again after the time of birth.

The deer path led between bramble and young trees, and had changed but slightly over the years, following the lines of ash. The path was marked with the longer slots of fallow deer which had passed three nights before. The doe moved through the wood, with muzzle constantly touching grasses of the deer path for scent. Once a dog barked and rattled a chain by some cottages, but she ignored the sound. Thereafter she stopped many times in the silence of the night to taste the air with small black muzzle uplifted. She moved slowly, searching with care among the patterns of light and shade made by the moon, before taking a bramble leaf or a black ash bud.

A fox made her start – she knew the rich rank smell but had not heard the fox approach. Now ears were strained to hear the scratching of a single bramble thorn on hair and the twitching of old ash keys under pads as the vixen slid by, dark on the forest floor, skirting the pools of light. She had come nearly half a mile from her cubs at Blackbush on the way to a meadow where mice could be pounced upon. She had watched, then half circled the doe, instinctively curious of the quiet movements among the trees which she had not been completely certain were those of a deer. The doe blew the heavy smell from her nostrils and plucked a dogwood leaf. Bank voles scuttled the dead leaves. A moth burred past. The old scents of day and the new scents of night were taken with the pungent tastes of chewed leaves; nothing was missed. The doe stared at the new scents and sounds, but her eyes merely reflected on the information from nose and ears.

A wood pigeon flapped a wing in half-sleep high up in the ash trees over the deer path. The bird was one of many that had clattered among the ash branches at dusk, its crop bulging with clover and the purple ash flowers. It awoke and peered at the ground when a badger, digging for worms, scattered stones and earth over the bushes. The doe had winded the badger already, but kept still even after the pigeon had sunk its head in crop, with closed eyes.

The deer path was trajoined by lesser paths where roe had wandered in curiosity or searched out a special leaf. There was a path that led to a sallow willow bush, stunted in growth by the continued nibblings of a fallow doe who loved the acrid-tasting bark. Occasionally in winter she had led others to the bush when there were no leaves, but the others had snorted as their muzzles touched the willow’s bark.

The way led up the slope of the hill to Blackbush, to dense bramble thickets where only the deer and foxes and badgers went: where the antlers of fallow were all but hidden when they walked. When the doe came to a rideway at the top of the hill she hesitated before leaving the bramble thicket. She stared at the dim grass track, while the moon moved a branch shadow across her back. A hedgesparrow woke suddenly and sang its spring song that was like the sound of a stream rambling down its stony bed. Death-watch beetles ticked in an old ash post.

She moved into the ride, recoiling at the stronger scents, then bounded across, leaving slots in the soft earth of the ride that showed cleaves widely splayed and the marks of the dew claws. With the sixth bound the doe cleared a wire-netting fence into a plantation whose bark had been stripped, which was now dying brown at its tip. The plantation was eight years old: some of the trees were higher than a man. They had been planted where oaks and hazel had been felled. Oak stools showed here and there, and were used by the pheasants as sunning platforms. The hazel stumps had sent up shoots again. Clematis and wild woodbine entwined some of the trees: grasses grew tall with nettles and a few thin bluebells. There were bramble beds and dog-rose, all had sprung when the trees were felled. There was good feeding here with the young growth of weeds, and the roe loved the cover.

The doe passing through the long avenues of young trees woke blackbirds and hedgesparrows which had nests in the low branches. The trees stood silver, the birds crouched in the black shadows. A hedgesparrow clutching four eggs beneath her thighs saw the hair of the doe’s flank a foot away. Her nest of dried moss and deer hair was slung between four brambles. But the doe went on, for the night would not stay on the hill and in the woods for ever, and a deer that has learnt how a bullet can crack open the air about its head knows that daylight must be watched, that tree boles fading into grey sky and the grass showing its leaves must be feared, for the bullets come from the trees, even when the wind is right and shows no hint of fear.

She found a wide grassy ride and dared to run it, for the moon was going through the night and into the west. There was a long shadow on this side, which took her along a hill ridge for nearly a mile. Far below car headlights glimmed upon the hillside now and then and made a little lightening on the bushes.

She came off the ride and along a narrow trackway, where another little moon slid out of the grass in front of the doe and wobbled gently at her feet. Water had collected in a hollow where wheels had puddled out the clay. It was the first watermoon she had seen and she stared, blowing at the reflection to get its scent, smelling the water and then drinking. She went on and the night dew polished her black cleaves again as the clay from the pool was brushed off.

The track went into the wild top of the hill called Bey Hill, and she left the wider way for another path known only to deer that went down into old thorns so thick that a sheep could get tangled. But the deer felt their way by the touch of the twigs on their flanks, and the doe followed the wind again, happy to find that other deer had been that way. She came to a place under yew branches: a kind of small cavern where the low black roof of branches was held up by the yew trunks.

She searched the cavern out, every corner, among the low branches and brittle blackthorn trunks which had died under the yew shade. There was a taste of iron in one place where a coiled iron spike held up fragments of old barbed wire. There was a bottle and a piece of rubber, strange things to be explored. The grove was safe with two small entrances between brambles like tangled wire. She felt warm and lay down to doze in a hollow scraped out in the yew mould by a fallow buck, three weeks before. The moon dropped slowly beyond the thicket roof, and went out.

She woke to black night and a chill wind an hour or two before morning. The yew cavern was on the slope of the hill, and faced the Channel sea; the wind could scorch the yew tops when it was forced up the valley from below.

Rested and alert again, the doe arose and ran back along the deer path. She came through gorse and thorn to a wide place, a hill-top of grass. Here were three mounds on the open top, like rounded clumps of trees. Far away where the moon had gone down was a chain of orange lights that wavered and seemed to crawl along the Channel shore. The wind came up from the valley. She turned down a path that took her off the hill, snatching a few bites of bramble among the woodsage and burnet that grew there. Again she went into the wood and followed currents of the night, avoiding low branches and close-pressed stems of yew trees that formed as deep a thicket as she had not seen before. Often she stopped on her way down through the trees and listened. Scents came all the time, of the new place. There were squirrels, asleep in hollow ash trees and yew twig bowers, a badger somewhere far below. The yew branches over her made gentle sounds with the wind, hiding the rittling of her cleaves in the fragments of dead bark that had fallen from the boughs and trunks. At the bottom of the wood she came to a grassy vale where old yews stood here and there like groups of cattle seen dimly in ancient parklands.

Here in the open she stood a long while in this vale of Kinzerlic, smelling the slow circling of air which had lost the wind and was moving round picking up the scents and smell of everything that was in that quiet, dark place. She smelt the green of fescue grass and the blades of cocksfoot, all asoak with dew and green. She smelt the ash buds breaking, burnet, and the thyme. She fed quickly, moving slowly on along the wood edge, deeper into the valley until she was under the western slope, and there was no wind.

There was an old oak tree and an old yew with one branch broken, another dark place like a cave hidden round by bushes and dogrose, and she lay down as the first light began to come over the hill.

And in that dawn, the wind that had moved her off the hill-top blew again, and came from over the other side of the valley, but now so gentle a wind that the fog that came with the dawn stayed about the hills and valleys, and the wind turned over in slow waves and eddies as it tumbled the fog about. Soon the landscape began to vanish as the fog began to flow. Here and there islands of trees would appear, to be swept away again in the fog-tide, as though the forest were being formed anew. The fog made beads of dew on the longer hairs of the doe’s coat, for the glade was moving in the tide, drifting through a screen of vapour droplets. Birds began to sing outside, but they were hidden in the white earth clouds. The doe slept.

In the evening, when the air was warm long after a shadow had moved over the valley from the western slopes, the doe came out from her hiding place. She stood at the wood edge and as she waited there was a movement of dead leaves behind her, and the woodcock flew out from under the oak. For it was night coming, and as by day the spider nets his territory among the grass tops so by night the woodcock draws close the lines of his dominion, above the forest.

The mist came back, but it was a warm mist which gave moisture to the grass. The doe wandered across the valley searching the ground, often standing to listen, eating again quickly.

As the doe fed in the valley of Kinzerlic, pulling over the tips of young ash trees for the cloven buds, she felt the movement within her; the movement that had drawn her all the long night to this place. She turned back to the oak bower, stopping once to let the contraction ease. In a few minutes she was back under the trees, waiting for her young, which would come with the light.

And as the blood rises in the bone cells of a deer’s antlers, so the sap is drawn from cell to cell through the outer layer of white wood that is the living tissue of the forest tree. And so that night the buoyant air of spring was drawing northwards the migrating woodland birds: olive-feathered chiff-chaff and willow warbler, nightingale with russet tail, blackcap with the plumage from the pale ash of the winter woodland fires now moss-grown and forgotten, whitethroats with the spider silken-web gorget at their throat, and the shy wood warbler that knew already as it crossed the moon fields of France the beech glade where the yellow morning sun would match its breast. As the woodcock flew, so about the heaths and ferny hills of France nightjars clacked with their wide gape at winter moths under the moon, and flew on, rising singly, in pairs and in dozens as they neared the coast, into the colder higher air until with swallows, shrikes and warblers they formed the lines of force that drew them in a curve across the Channel waters. Flocks of birds arrived that night or in the early dawn, topping white chalk cliffs where the downs ended in the sea in a maelstrom of mist.

They flew into the strange clouds, confused by the cliff-face eddies of damp air that shrouded their feathers and hurled up the sounds of the sucking tide from far below. They smelt the land and tried to drop to the headland turf glimpsed between the gusts of mist, but the wind drove them up. Others were caught in down-currents and pulled down into the cauldron of sea-fog. They recovered and were carried forward over the white foam, then suddenly up, up, past the stratas of ancient chalk rock, past gulls crouched on ledges waiting for a bird to dash itself against the cliff, past the cliff-face rabbits that hopped among chalk pinnacles like mountain goats, past the frieze of grass and blowing grains of earth of the cliff top and up into the cloud. Some fluttered into the ledges and crouched there for several hours. Many were hurled inland and dived into the wind-torn thorn hedges that were moulded upon the slopes of the down.

Later, in the afternoon, the birds felt the warmth of the sun and rested, then flew north on their journey of the spring, feeling safe that the long sea crossing was behind. Many stopped for several days in garden or orchard, and sang unexpectedly with blackbird and thrush at the first sign of dawn. Nightingales sang in small suburban gardens and then passed on and were soon singing fifty miles away.

Many hundreds of the travelling birds were heading for the forest. Some already had nested there, while others had hatched there the year before and were following in the closing stages of migration the only pattern of countryside which they knew. The shape of rivers which they remembered, the outline of lakes which they had seen but once, the coloured patterns of towns and cities, each bird knew and followed with growing anticipation and excitement as hedge and field slipped by beneath them.

In the days after this, at dusk or at noontime, by spring winds or in the sudden warmth of early sun-days, the migrants flew into the yew forest around the valley of Kinzerlic, which the doe had found. The wood warblers came to the glade as the first bud sheaths opened. Chiff-chaffs had forged the metal of their song in the cold days of March; now they hammered the notes from the high branches of oak and ash as though claiming the whole forest with the stormcock. Whitethroats made every bramble bed their own. Their song crackled in the air as they flew upwards and back in a ragged arc. They were the birds of heat; their song would spark through every heat-shimmering day. Into the most dense of the bramble beds came a grasshopper warbler. In the still nights of early May it sat for hours low among the brambles and reeled out its song and spun its silver web of sound, that formed patterns like a spider’s web until it caught a hen bird, passing a hundred yards away. Then together the two barred and speckled birds crept deep among the brambles finding their joy in the secret places where only mice and beetles rustled the leaves.

Over the forest swallows dipped, sometimes singing while they took insects rising out of the oaks and the chestnut coppice, and with them came a cuckoo, fluttering like a spent arrow—hawk-like body, sharp wings and tail, yet without the sinew and purpose of a hawk.

In the darkness after these warm spring days the air cooled, then moistened, and received into itself again all the scents of new growth: sweet briar, nettle sap, young birch leaves, wild garlic and the banks of green growing into summer grasses. When the air was still, every tree was enlarged by its own scent. From the balsam poplar scent tumbled, heavy as sap, from the soft leaves and drifted through the glades for a great distance.

In these secret nights, when the stars glided through the trees and turned silently about their Pole, as Jupiter moved down the northern sky to lay heavy with earth mist and when Venus commanded the night with its silver light, like a small moon within the northern colours of the forgotten sun, then the nightingales came to the forest. They searched the places for the birch and hazel trees, the nettles and the brambles; the places where the oak leaves were thick which they would use for nest building, and the glades which they would shake with song. Nettle sap hung like smoke on the air. They tasted, and fell down among the stems, and song bubbled to join the night scents. They crept lower, searched deep into the green, feeling it hold their bodies as green waves had enclosed many that had tried to cross the sea on migration. All night the nightingales and warblers fluttered down into the forest like spent leaves of the migration flood. Olive and brown, grey, black and green: tired, but with the joy of return bubbling suddenly into song at dawn, and before. Song and scent lay heavy on the night air now that the deadening north winds had gone. The southern air drift brought old scents of their winter homes, of desert and olive grove, which they knew. The nightingales sang down the moonbeams deep in the hawthorn thickets.
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Chapter Two

In those May days many creatures saw the new-born buck while he lay under the oak tree. A great tit which had a nest in the oak peered at him, edging round from branch to twig and then clinging upside down on the trunk, the better to see. The kid lay very still, only the nostrils of his small black nose moving all the time. ‘Quink,’ cried the bird seeing the movement, giving an alarm to its mate sitting on eggs in a cleft of the oak. Soon it was used to the small brown animal curled asleep with a sun pattern across his back, which did not move even when the sun swung through the southern sky into evening. For Capreol knew that he must never move. A squirrel which had been there when the kid was born but had since forgotten, jerked its tail and gave a mild curse through its yellow front teeth, thinking from his curled form that the kid might be a fox. The sound called a blackbird into the oak: it hopped here and there looking for the domed silhouette of an owl which it thought the squirrel might be mobbing. The blackbird saw nothing and flew away, but a crow which had a nest, a witch’s broom of twigs hidden in the smoke of dense yew leaves, came to see what was happening. It saw the kid and hopped down through the branches, looking carefully around and then stopping on the lowest branch, peering with slow side-turnings of its head. Its mantle bristled; it was not sure. Twice it nearly fell as it stopped itself from dropping to the ground. A long while ago it had found a leveret in the wood and had feasted for two days after dapping its soft skull. But the kid was larger, and the crow went back to the wood.

The kid was tired with his efforts to suckle when the doe’s full udders drew her to him. He slept in between, unaware of the birds moving about in the tree above—even when a wood pigeon landed with slapping of stiff pinions on leaves. The wood dove trod the flat branches which were soft with moss, and it thought of the twig nest there which would hold its two white eggs, and its call was deep away, far, in the down woods.

In the evening the doe slipt to the kid through narrow tracks that would scarcely show the passing of a hare in the grass and between the bushes. He struggled up to meet her and her tongue quickly washed his eyes and smoothed back his coat, rubbing off cobwebs and dust from his leaf nest. His legs splayed out to hold the little body up, and his head was raised to her teat. She looked about and listened to everything that moved in that quiet place where night came so soon: already it was dark under the oak. She heard the heaving of moles in the grass roots, the mutter of a crow, cough of a fallow buck up the valley, scritch of a mouse and fan of the white owl over. Her head moved quickly to each sound as she balanced to the kid’s butting, and sometimes she was thrown a little off-balance and her legs carefully readjusted without sound in the dead leaves.

After ten minutes he had fed enough and she took him out into the starlight. She fed on oak buds and the tips of a heather bush. Often she turned around and held her muzzle to him to ensure that he was close to her. She went no farther than the edges of the oak, for he was too small to walk more than a few steps at a time. Then she made him lie down between two antheaps, which hid him, and grazed a little for grass and herbs. There was cocksfoot and brome, and the narrow leaves of fescue, and she snatched some flower heads of ground ivy and the birdseye speedwell whose petals in the daytime had been the colour of a fine clear air sometimes seen over the sea coast. Often she jerked up her head to stare into the night, ears swivelling to each sound.

The next day on the fields of Strakedown a scare gun was set up to keep pigeons off the kale. The doe hated its sudden tunnelling of sound round the valley, like a circle of thunder. In the dark, when she was feeding, her target would flare out white, the tail-warning of a chased animal. At night they rested in the meadow where wild parsnip plants were growing, and became soaked with dew. Capreol lay next to his mother, and felt the warmth coming from her body. In the dawn they went back to the oak and its long branches that were held out to hide them again in leaf-twilight. There the doe looked around, nibbling a leaf or two but watching the forms of antheaps and grass tussocks and small hawthorn bushes fading away from the night. She was very beautiful then, for the sun, far down beyond the hill of Strakedown, had made the sky white and she was a honey-gold. By her side Capreol was no larger than a hare, but with even finer legs.

The sun rose, the deer drew under the tree, and only their hocks caught the light and showed them to a watcher walking in the woodland enclave of the vale of Kinzerlic. He moved quietly away, knowing what it meant. Then those eight points of light faded, for deer must hide from the sun, and day is an enemy.

Capreol lay resting there soon after daylight, when a rustling in the dry leaves made him alert, though he did not move. It was a rat. It circled Capreol, lifting on hind legs to find the scent, and, being uncertain of what it found, sat back and washed its face.

Blue scars showed on the hump of its back where a ferret had almost scratched its life away, in a narrow tunnel in the chalk, a dark February ago. The rat had saved itself by keeping quite still and so protecting its neck and throat. Now it did not come any closer but picked up a dead bramble leaf in its mouth and ran back hurriedly through the oak leaves, for it was a doe, and it felt the old movements within its womb, and its nest was yet half made. The rat had half circled the deer, but had never given it any scent, and Capreol soon forgot.

The oak tree’s shadow slid as Capreol slept, and he awoke to hot patches of sun on his body, a sun which had travelled halfway across the glade when he woke again. In the afternoon a queen bumble-bee tumbled into the cage of sunlight, bemused by the barring of gold and black everywhere. She sank with a low drone on to an oak leaf an inch from Capreol’s muzzle, and there sunbathed. Capreol lay still. When the doubloon of sun had moved on, the queen felt cold, for she was tired, having imbibed little nectar since daybreak. Upon the gauzy eyes and shiny black shield of her head were strange green growths like minute snakes’ heads, lying tangled about. The queen rubbed at them feebly with her forelegs, as she had scratched and scraped for most of the day. Capreol did not like the black leg waving near to his muzzle and drew back. The snakes’ heads, each no thicker than a thread, were glued to the queen’s forehead and half covered the eyes. Flight had been difficult, making her hit the oak leaves when she had been searching for hawthorn flowers near by. The snakes’ heads were the male parts of an orchid that grew outside the wood on the banks around the old war-time tracks. The queen had seen the purple flowers and followed the flight path of purple spots which the flower displayed in its lips. She had landed there and thrust for nectar, pressing into the flower’s body and, drawing out, had dragged away the stalk of male pollen. Moving thus from flower to flower, the queen had taken on a score of stalks, pollinating flower by flower in her eager thrust for nectar in the soft flowers’ wombs which waited on the touch of pollen.

Now she was exhausted by the grappled head of wilting stalks that she could not remove. Soon she tried to fly again, feeling a desire to return to the moss nest under the root of a yew tree. She crept forward, shimmering with a wing-whine which was all her last strength frazzling away. Capreol jumped up as the bee touched his leg and at the sudden movement the bumble-bee lay back, holding one black leg into the air to ward off an attack.

The warm days
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