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Introduction

The tales in this book have been divided into three parts. First come five traditional stories, which all rabbits know, about the hero El-ahrairah (“The Prince with a Thousand Enemies”) and some of his deeds and adventures. Two of these, “The Fox in the Water” and “The Hole in the Sky,” are glancingly mentioned by Dandelion and Hawkbit toward the end of Chapter 30 of Watership Down, and Bigwig, during his fight with General Woundwort (Chapter 47), hears behind him Bluebell telling “The Fox in the Water” to the does. At the end of Part I have been included two tales, “The Rabbit’s Ghost Story” and “Speedwell’s Story.” The latter seemed worth including as representative of the kind of nonsense tales which rabbits enjoy.

Part II contains four of the many stories which are told of the adventures of El-ahrairah and his stalwart, Rabscuttle, in the course of their long journey home from their terrible encounter with the Black Rabbit of Inlé.

In Part III are further tales of Hazel and his rabbits, which took place during the winter, spring and early summer following the defeat of General Woundwort.


Note on Pronunciation

So many people have asked about the correct pronunciation of “El-ahrairah” that it seemed to be worth including a short note.

The first two syllables are pronounced “Ella” (like the girl’s name). These are followed by the single syllable “hrair,” rhyming with “fair,” and finally “rah,” rhyming with “spa.”

All the syllables are equally stressed except the “la” in “Ella,” which is almost (but not quite) elided. The two r’s should be lightly rolled.



PART I
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1

The Sense of Smell


 … noses have they, but they smell not.
PSALM 115

Who dares wins.
MOTTO OF THE SPECIAL AIR SERVICE



“Tell us a story, Dandelion!”

It was a fine May evening of the spring following the defeat of General Woundwort and the Efrafans on Watership Down. Hazel and several of his veterans—those who had been with him ever since leaving Sandleford—were lying on the warm turf, full of grass and comfortably relaxed. Nearby, Kehaar was pecking among the low tussocks, not so much feeding as using up the day’s remains of his continual, restless energy.

The rabbits had been chatting together, recalling some of their great adventures of the previous year: how they had left the Sandleford warren after Fiver’s warning of imminent disaster; how they had first come to Watership Down and dug their new warren, only to realize that there was not a single doe among them. Hazel had recalled the ill-judged raid on Nuthanger Farm, in which he had nearly lost his life. This had reminded several of them of their journey to the great river, and Bigwig had told yet again of the time he had spent in Efrafa as a supposed officer of General Woundwort; and how he had persuaded Hyzenthlay to form the group of does who had broken out in the thunderstorm. Blackberry had tried but could not explain his trick with the boat, which had enabled them to escape down the river. Bigwig, however, had refused to tell of his underground fight with General Woundwort, insisting that he wanted only to forget it; so instead, Dandelion had recounted how the Nuthanger dog, let loose by Hazel, had pursued him and Blackberry into the midst of the Efrafans gathered on the Down. He had hardly finished, when there arose the well-worn cry: “Tell us a story, Dandelion! Tell us a story!”

Dandelion did not respond immediately, seemingly reflecting as he nibbled the grass and took a few hops to a sunnier patch before settling himself again. At length he replied, “I think I’ll tell you a new story this evening; one that you’ve never heard before. It’s about one of the greatest of all the adventures of El-ahrairah.”

He paused, sitting up and rubbing his front paws over his nose. No one hurried the master storyteller, who appeared, by taking his time, to be rather relishing his standing among the group. A light breeze stirred the grass, and a lark, ending its song, dropped down near them, paused for a time and then began another ascent.

*

There was a time (said Dandelion), long ago, when rabbits had no sense of smell. They lived as they do now, but to have no sense of smell was a terrible disadvantage. Half the pleasure of a summer morning was lost to them, and they couldn’t pick out their food in the grass until they actually bit into it. Worst of all, they couldn’t smell their enemies coming, and this meant that many rabbits fell victim to stoats and foxes.

Now, El-ahrairah perceived that although his rabbits had no sense of smell, their enemies and other creatures—even the birds—possessed it, and he determined that he would seek out that extra sense and win it for his people, whatever the cost. He began to seek advice everywhere he could, asking where the sense of smell was to be found. But no one knew, until at last he asked a very old, wise rabbit in his warren, named Heartsease.

“I can recall that when I was young,” said Heartsease, “our warren gave shelter to a wounded swallow—one who had traveled far and wide. He pitied us because we had no sense of smell, and he told us that the way to the sense of smell lies through a land of perpetual darkness, where it is guarded, he said, by a band of fierce and dangerous creatures known as the Ilips, who live in a cave. More than this he did not know.”

El-ahrairah thanked Heartsease and, after deliberating for a long time, went to see Prince Rainbow. He told him that he meant to go to that land and asked him for his advice.

“You had much better not attempt it, El-ahrairah,” said Prince Rainbow. “How do you think you are going to find your way through a land of perpetual darkness to a place you don’t know? Even I have never been there, and what’s more, I don’t intend ever to do so. You’ll only be throwing your life away.”

“It’s for my people,” replied El-ahrairah. “I’m not prepared to see them hunted down day after day for want of a sense of smell. Is there no advice you can give me?”

“Only this,” said Prince Rainbow. “Don’t tell anyone that you meet on your journey why you are going. There are some very strange creatures in that country, and if it were to become known that you have no sense of smell, it might well be the worse for you. Invent some purpose. Wait—I’ll give you this astral collar to wear round your neck. It was a gift to me from Lord Frith. It may just possibly help you.”

El-ahrairah thanked Prince Rainbow, and next day he set out. When at length he came to the border of the land of perpetual darkness, he found that it began with twilight, which deepened until all around was dark. He could not tell which way to go, and what was worse, he could form no sense of direction, so that for all he knew, he might be going in circles. He could hear other creatures moving in the dark around him, and as far as he could tell, they seemed to know what they were doing. But were they friendly, and would it be safe to talk to any of them? At last, in sheer desperation, he sat down in the dark and waited in silence until he heard some creature moving nearby. Then he said, “I’m lost and confused. Can you help me?”

He heard the creature stop, and after a few moments it replied in a strange but just understandable tongue. “Why are you lost? Where have you come from and where do you want to go?”

“I’ve come from a land where they have daylight,” answered El-ahrairah, “and I’m lost because I can’t see and I’m not used to this darkness.”

“But can’t you smell your way? We all can.”

El-ahrairah was about to answer that he had no sense of smell, but then he remembered Prince Rainbow’s warning. So he said, “I’m afraid the smells are all different here. They only confuse me.”

“So you’ve no idea what sort of creature I am, for instance?”

“Not the least. But you don’t seem fierce, that’s one blessing.”

El-ahrairah heard the creature sit down. After a little, it said, “I’m a glanbrin. Are there any where you come from?”

“No. I’m afraid I’ve never heard of a glanbrin. I’m a rabbit.”

“I’ve never heard of a rabbit. Let me sniff you over.”

El-ahrairah kept as still as he could while the creature, which was furry and seemed to be about the same size as himself, sniffed him over carefully from head to foot. At last it said, “Well, you seem to be very much the same sort of animal as I am. You’re not a beast of prey and you obviously have a very strong sense of hearing. What do you eat?”

“Grass.”

“There isn’t any here. Grass won’t grow in the dark. We eat roots. But I think you and I are very much alike. Don’t you want to have a sniff too?”

El-ahrairah pretended to sniff all over the glanbrin. In doing so, he found that it had no eyes; that is, what might have been its eyes were hard, small and sunken, almost lost in its head. But for all that, he thought, “Well, if this isn’t some sort of rabbit, then I’m a badger.” He said, “I don’t believe there’s anything much to choose between us, except that I …” He was about to say “can’t smell” but checked himself and finished: “that I’m utterly confused and lost in this darkness.”

“But if your right place is in the lighted country, why have you come here?”

“I want to talk to the Ilips.”

He could hear the glanbrin startle and jump. “Did you say ‘the Ilips’?”

“Yes.”

“But nobody ever goes anywhere near the Ilips. They’ll kill you.”

“Why should they?”

“Well, they’re flesh eaters, for a start, and they’re very fierce. But even apart from that, they’re the most feared creatures in all this country. They possess evil magic and ugly spells. Why do you want to talk to them? You might as well go and jump in the Black River while you’re about it.”

Then, since he could see no help for it, El-ahrairah told the glanbrin why he had come to the Dark Country and what he meant to try to do for his people. It heard him out in silence. Then it said, “Well, you’re brave and goodhearted. I’ll give you that. But what you want to do is impossible. You’d much better go home now.”

“Can you guide me to the Ilips?” said El-ahrairah. “I’m still determined to go.”

After a long argument, the glanbrin at last gave in and undertook to guide El-ahrairah as near to the Ilips as he himself dared to go. It was all of two days’ journey, he said, through strange country where he had never been.

“Then how will you know the way?” asked El-ahrairah.

“Why, by the smell of the Ilips. Do you mean to say you can’t smell it at all?”

“No,” said El-ahrairah. “I can’t.”

“Well, now I know you’ve got no sense of smell. I should stay like that, if I were you. At least you don’t have to smell the Ilips.”

They set out together. On the way, the glanbrin told a great deal about the customs and way of life of his people, which, it seemed to El-ahrairah, did not differ much from those of his own rabbits.

“You seem to live much the same as we do,” he said.

“All together in groups, I mean. How was it that you were alone when you met me?”

“It’s sad, is that,” replied the glanbrin. “I’d chosen a mate, a beautiful doe. Her name’s Flairgold. She’s much admired by everyone. We were going to dig a burrow and raise a litter. But then along came a stranger, a hulking great glanbrin calling himself Shindyke. He said he meant to fight me and take Flairgold for himself. We fought, and he won. I just wandered away. I felt heartbroken; I still do. It’s spoiled my life, really. I don’t know what to do with myself. When you and I met, I was just straying. That’s why I’m guiding you now. I might as well do that as anything else.”

El-ahrairah told him how sorry he was. “It’s an all too familiar story,” he said. “It’s the same where I come from. It’s happening all the time. You’re not the only one, if that’s any comfort to you.”

The glanbrin had said “two days,” but in that terrible country El-ahrairah could not count days. Also, he kept stumbling and hurting himself because he could neither smell nor see. He became covered in cuts and bruises. The glanbrin was sympathetic and patient, but El-ahrairah could tell that he wished they could get on faster. He was plainly nervous and wanted to get their journey done as soon as possible.

After they had gone a long way, for what seemed to El-ahrairah to be many days, the glanbrin stopped at a place where piles of stones lay scattered all about. These at least El-ahrairah could feel.

“This is as near as I dare go,” said the glanbrin. “You must find your own way from here. Use the wind for direction. It stays fairly steady as a rule.”

“What do you mean to do now?” asked El-ahrairah.

“I’ll wait here for two days, in case you come back, though I know you won’t.”

“Yes, I shall,” said El-ahrairah. “I’ll find these stones again, dark or no dark. So I’ll only say goodbye for the present, friend glanbrin.”

He set off once more into the dark, being careful to go steadily into the light wind. But it was very difficult to keep direction, and he went slowly. The truth was that the darkness was becoming more than he could endure. He was worn out by it and, in spite of what he had said to the gladbrin, was beginning to wonder whether he would be able to bear it long enough to get home. Without the use of his eyes, he was continually startled by every least sound, and was always tripping and falling. This was bad enough, but the silence was worse. He felt that the darkness itself was alive and hated him; and it never changed, never slept, never spoke. All it had to do was to wait for him to go mad, to break down, to give up and surrender. Then he would have lost and the implacable darkness would have won.

Adding to his fear and uncertainty were his hunger and thirst. He had had no grass since he first came into this dreadful country. True, he had not starved, for the glanbrin, explaining that his people lived principally on what he called “brirs,” a kind of wild carrot, had smelled some out and dug them up. They were succulent and quenched thirst as well as hunger. But without the glanbrin he would nevr be able to find any more. He prayed to Frith for courage, though he could not help doubting whether even Lord Frith was stronger than this darkness.

Yet still he went on, as steadily as he could, for he knew that if he did not, it would be the end of him. He felt desperately lonely and would have given anything to have Rabscuttle beside him. Rabscuttle had begged to come, but El-ahrairah had firmly refused him.

Hours passed. At least the wind was steady, but he had no idea how far he had still to go or how long it would take. It would be as bad now to go back as to go on, he thought.

Just as this depressing notion was passing through his mind, he heard in the dark the movement of some creature coming toward him. He could tell that it was big—far bigger than himself—and that if felt entirely confident and secure. He froze stock-still, hardly daring to breathe and hoping that the creature, whatever it was, might pass him by.

However, it did nothing of the kind. It must have smelled him out even before he had become aware of it. It came straight up to him, paused a few moments and then pinned him down under one enormous, soft paw. He could feel the retracted claws. Then it spoke—and he could more or less understand it—to another creature close by.

“I’ve got it here, Zhuron, whatever it is.”

He heard the approach of other creatures like itself. In a few moments he was surrounded by them, all sniffing and touching him with their great paws.

“It’s some kind of glanbrin,” said one of them.

“What are you doing here?” said another. “Answer. Why have you come?”

“Sir,” replied El-ahrairah, scarcely able to speak for terror, “I have come from the country of the sun, and I am looking for the Ilips.”

“We are the Ilips. We kill all strangers. Did no one tell you that?”

Just at this moment, another of the Ilips spoke.

“Wait. It’s wearing some sort of collar.”

Another of the Ilips put its muzzle down to his neck and sniffed at the collar which Prince Rainbow had given him.

“This is an astral collar.” He felt all the creatures round him draw back a little.

“Where did you get this?” the first Ilip asked him. “Did you steal it?”

“No, sir,” replied El-ahrairah. “It was given to me before I set out: a gift from Lord Frith; a token of friendship to keep me safe among your people.”

“From Lord Frith, you say?”

“Yes, sir. Prince Rainbow himself put it round my neck.”

There was silence, then, for some little while. He was released from under the Ilip’s paw, and another of them said, “Well, why have you come and what do you want with us?”

“Sir,” answered El-ahrairah, “my people, who are called ‘rabbits,’ have no sense of smell. This makes their lives miserable and dangerous, and they suffer, as you would suppose. I learned that your people alone have the power to confer this gift, and I have come to beg you to bestow it on my people.”

“You are the chief of these creatures, then, these ‘rabbits,’ are you?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And you’ve come alone?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You don’t lack courage, do you?”

El-ahrairah said nothing, and again there was silence. They were all round him, and he felt himself choking in their hot breath. At length the same one said, “It is true that for many years we were the guardians of the Sense of Smell. But we had no use for it, because no other creatures seemed to lack it. It became a burden to us, and at last we gave it away.”

“To whom?” asked El-ahrairah tremblingly.

“Why, to the King of Yesterday, of course. We couldn’t give it to anyone else, could we?”

El-ahrairah felt bitterly mortified. To have accomplished such a journey, and to have been spared by the terrible Ilips, only to learn that they no longer possessed what he was seeking, was grievous indeed. But still he did his best to pull himself together.

“Sir,” he said, “where is that King and which way shall I go to find him?”

He heard them conversing together, and at length the first Ilip said, “It would be too far for you to walk. You would lose your way. You would starve and die. You may come with me. I will take you on my back.”

Full of gratitude, El-ahrairah prostrated himself before the Ilips and thanked them again and again. Finally one of them said, “Here you go, then,” took him between its teeth and put him down on the first Ilip’s back. It was roughly furred, and he had no difficulty in holding on.

They set out, going what seemed very fast. As they went, El-ahrairah explained to the Ilip that his friend the glanbrin was waiting for him at the place of stones, and asked whether they could go by that way.

“We can stop there, certainly,” replied the Ilip. “It’s on our way. But directly your friend smells me, he’ll run.”

“If you could put me down, sir, a little way off,” said El-ahrairah, “I’ll find him and explain. Then you could come up to us and take us both.”

To this the Ilip agreed. El-ahrairah found the glanbrin, who at first was terrified at the very thought of riding on an Ilip’s back. At length, however, El-ahrairah persuaded him, and the Ilip set out again, carrying them both.

Traveling at the Ilip’s speed, it seemed no distance at all to the place where El-ahrairah had first met the glanbrin. When they got there, he told the Ilip the story of his friend’s loss of his beautiful doe.

“Is it far to the burrow you left?” asked the Ilip.

“Oh, no, sir,” replied the glanbrin. “It’s quite close by.”

Guided by the glanbrin, the Ilip took them there. When Shindyke, the great buck who had taken Flairgold for himself, smelled the Ilip outside the burrow, he came out and ran away as fast as he could go. The glanbrin explained everything to Flairgold, who was delighted to take him back as her mate. She said she had hated Shindyke but had been given no choice.

The glanbrin and El-ahrairah said goodbye to each other with much sincerity and mutual gratitude, and the Ilip set out once more with El-ahrairah to the court of the King of Yesterday.

Soon they were in twilight, and never had El-ahrairah been more glad to see it. The Ilip put him down on the edge of the forest.

“The King’s court’s over there,” he said. “I’ll leave you now. I’m glad to have been able to help a friend of Lord Frith.”

With this the Ilip disappeared into the forest, and El-ahrairah set off toward the court.

As he came out from among the trees, he found himself crossing a rough field, full of weeds. Upon the further side was a straggling hawthorn hedge and an old, half-broken gate. El-ahrairah, slipping through the gate, was confronted by a creature about the same size as himself, with long ears like his own but having a long tail. He greeted him politely and asked where he could find the King of Yesterday.

“I can take you to him,” said the creature. “Are you by any chance an English rabbit? Yes? Well, I always thought it was bound to come.”

“And you?” asked El-ahrairah.

“I am a potoroo. We’ll go this way, down toward the river. The King will probably be in the big courtyard.”

They went down the field together and through a gap in the hedge to the bank of a very still river, which appeared to El-ahrairah to be scarcely flowing at all. His companion spoke quietly to a kind of heron, brown-plumaged and with a black head, which was wading in the shallows. The bird took a few steps across to them and stared intently at El-ahrairah, who felt uncomfortable under its scrutiny.

“An English rabbit,” said the potoroo. “Just come. I’m taking him to the King.”

The heron made no reply but merely resumed its listless wading. El-ahrairah and his companion went on along the bank. The path led into a gloomy shrubbery, planted with yew and laurel, beyond which stood some old sheds, forming three sides of a kind of courtyard. The floor was of earth beaten (or trodden) hard, and here were lying a number of animals, all unknown to El-ahrairah. Among them, in the center, stood a great, horned beast somewhat resembling a gigantic cow, but unkempt and shaggy. As they entered the courtyard this animal raised its heavy, bearded head and then came slowly toward them. El-ahrairah felt frightened and turned to bolt.

“You needn’t be afraid,” said his companion. “This is the King. He won’t hurt you.”

El-ahrairah, still trembling, lay flat on the ground as the big animal nuzzled him, sniffing with its warm nostrils until he felt wet all over. At length, in a very deep but not unfriendly voice, it said, “Please stand up and tell me what you are.”

“I am an English rabbit, Your Majesty.”

“What, are they all gone so soon?”

“I’m sorry, Your Majesty, I don’t understand.”

“Are your people not extinct?”

“Certainly not, Your Majesty. We’re numerous, I’m glad to say. I’ve made a long and dangerous journey to come before you and beg a great favor for my people.”

“But this is the Kingdom of Yesterday. Did you know this when you set out to come here?”

“I have heard the name, Your Majesty, but I don’t know its meaning.”

“Every creature in my kingdom is extinct. How did you get here if you are not extinct?”

“An Ilip brought me on its back through a forest of darkness. The darkness almost drove me mad.”

The King nodded his huge head. “I see; yes. You couldn’t have come here in any other way. But—the Ilips didn’t kill you? You have magic, then?”

“Well, yes, of a sort, Your Majesty. I have the blessing and protection of Lord Frith, and as you see, I’m wearing an astral collar. May I make so bold as to ask what you are?”

“I am an Oregon Bison. I rule this country, appointed by Lord Frith. When you arrived just now, I was about to take a walk among my people. You may come with me.”

They set off from the courtyard into the fields beyond. These were full of hundreds of animals, all different, and birds were flying overhead. To El-ahrairah it seemed a bleak, melancholy place, but naturally he said nothing of this to the King. He stopped to admire a bird with a black-spotted body and bright-red wings, tail and cheeks—a kind of woodpecker, as it seemed—which was at work on a nearby tree trunk. He asked its name.

“It’s a Guadalupe Flicker,” said the King. “We have only too many woodpeckers here; I wish we had not.”

As they went on, more and more animals and birds appeared, many of whom spoke to the King and inquired about El-ahrairah. He saw species of lions and of tigers, and a kind of jaguar which rubbed its head against the King’s leg and walked beside them for some time.

“Have you any rabbits?” asked El-ahrairah.

“Not one,” replied the King. “Not yet.”

At this, El-ahrairah felt deeply gratified and even triumphant, for he recalled Lord Frith’s promise to him of long ago, that although he and his people should have a thousand enemies, yet they should never be destroyed. He told the King all about it.

“It is entirely by human beings that every one of my subjects has been destroyed,” the King told him, as they stopped to admire and talk to a splendid grizzly bear, whose coat of light-brown fur was tipped with silver. “Some, like my Mexican friend here, the men quite deliberately shot, trapped and poisoned out of existence; but many others vanished because men destroyed their natural habitats and they couldn’t adapt themselves to live elsewhere.”

They were coming to a forest, whose tall trees, tangled together with creeper, actually shut out a large part of the sky. El-ahrairah felt nervous. He had had quite enough of forests for the time being. But the King, it seemed, was concerned only to watch the birds among the outer precincts. Most splendid they were, finches, honeycreepers, dark-plumaged molokai, macaws and many more, all living at peace and acknowledging their allegiance to the king.

“This forest,” said the King, “is vast and grows daily. If you went in, you would soon be lost and never find your way out again. It consists of all the forest destroyed by human beings. Of late years it has grown so fast that Lord Frith has told me that he is thinking of appointing a second king to rule it.” He smiled. “A king who might well be a tree himself, El-ahrairah. What would you think of that?”

“I would think that Lord Frith, in his wisdom, is justified in all his ways, Your Majesty.”

The King laughed. “A very good reply. Come, we’ll stroll back now. There is an assembly at sunset, and you’ll be able to ask me the favor you are seeking for your people. I promise to help if I can.”

They walked back by way of the river, in which the King showed El-ahrairah several fishes—New Zealand Grayling, Thicktail Chub, Blackfin Cisco and others—all of which had become extinct. Back at the courtyard, they found animals and birds already assembling, and as the sun set, the King announced that he would start the meeting.

He began by introducing El-ahrairah, telling them that he had come to the Court of Yesterday to beg for a favor which would greatly benefit the rabbits of whom he was the Chief. Then he asked El-ahrairah to take his place in the middle of all the creatures present and tell them what he had come to ask for.

El-ahrairah spoke to them about his people, of their strength and speed and cunning, and of how they lacked only one faculty to make them rivals of all other animals—namely, the Sense of Smell. When he had finished speaking, he could tell that all the birds and animals felt themselves on his side and eager to help him.

Then the King spoke. “My good friend,” he said, “most brave and worthy rabbit, how gladly would I grant your request. But alas! we in this kingdom are no longer the guardians of the Sense of Smell. It is true that the Ilips gave it to us to keep many years ago, but here, in the Land of Yesterday, we were never able to put it to any use. Then one day an emissary, a gazelle, came to us from the King of Tomorrow, requesting us to lend them the Sense of Smell. They would return it soon, the gazelle promised. So we gave it to him to take back to their King. But you know how it often is with things that are lent: they don’t get returned. Having no use for it here, we forgot all about it; and so, I dare say, have they. It must still be at the court of the King of Tomorrow, and I can only advise you, friend rabbit, to seek it there. I am very sorry to disappoint you.”

“Is it far?” asked El-ahrairah. He was thinking that if anyone else referred him elsewhere he would explode with frustration; yet what could he do?

“I fear it certainly is far,” replied the King. “It must be many days’ journey for a rabbit. Dangerous too.”

“Your Majesty,” cried a brindled, heavy-muzzled gray wolf. “I will carry him there on my back. It will be no distance for me.”

El-ahrairah gladly accepted the offer, and that very night they set out together, for the Kenai wolf told him that he preferred traveling by night and sleeping by day.

They traveled for three nights; a long way, but El-ahrairah saw little of the countries through which they passed, because of the all-surrounding darkness. The wolf told him that his people had once been among the largest of all wolves. They had inhabited a place called the Kenai Peninsula, in a bitterly cold country far away, where they had lived by hunting a huge kind of deer called “moose.” “But the human beings killed us all,” he said.

As dawn was about to break at the end of their third night together, the wolf put El-ahrairah gently down and said, “I can take you no further, friend rabbit. I’m extinct, you see, so I can’t go into the Land of Tomorrow. You’ll have to ask your way to the King’s court from here. Good luck! I hope all goes well and that they give you what you are seeking so bravely.”

So El-ahrairah entered the Land of Tomorrow and began asking the way to the King’s court. He asked raccoons, chipmunks, groundhogs and many more. All were friendly and helpful, and his journey was easy enough. At length, one morning, he heard in the distance an alarming clamor, as though all the animals in the world were fighting together.

“Whatever is all that noise?” he asked a koala bear perched in a nearby tree.

“That, cobber? Oh, that’s only a meeting at the King’s court,” answered the koala. “Noisy lot, aren’t they? You soon get used to it, though. Some are a bit ocker, but they’re nearly all quite harmless.”

El-ahrairah went on until he came to two great ornamental gates, all of gold, set in a hedge of copper-leaved prunus in white bloom. As he was looking through the gates at the garden beyond, a peacock, its tail fully spread, came up and asked him what he wanted. El-ahrairah replied that he had made a long and dangerous journey to seek an audience of the King.

“I’ll let you in with pleasure,” said the peacock, “but you’ll find it hard to get near the King and talk to him. There are thousands of creatures all trying to do that. The King holds a meeting every day. Today’s will be starting quite soon now. You’d better go in and try your luck.” And he swung open one of the gates.

Going into the gardens, El-ahrairah found himself pressed among a crowd of animals, birds and reptiles, all chattering together and all determined to speak with the King if they could. He felt dispirited, for he could not imagine how he could possibly manage to get to the King in competition with a throng like this. As well as he could, he made his way through them to the further side.

Here he found a long, grassy field, which sloped smoothly down to a flat lawn at the bottom. A few animals were already gathering together on the slope, and El-ahrairah asked a passing bobcat what was going to happen.

“Why, the King will be coming soon,” answered the bobcat, “to hear the requests of animals who petition him.”

“Will there be many?” asked El-ahrairah.

“There always are,” replied the bobcat. “More than the King can ever hear in one day. Some animals have been coming here for days and still can’t get a hearing.”

The slope was filling up fast. Looking at all the animals, El-ahrairah felt his heart sink. He would never, he thought, be able to speak to the King with this lot all contending. Never, that was, unless he could think of a clever trick of some kind. He racked his brains. A trick, a rabbit trick! Lord Frith, a rabbit trick!

Suddenly he noticed, not far away at the top of the slope, an ornamental basin, oval and about twice as long as himself, raised upon a stone plinth a little above the level of the surrounding grass. He went up to it. It was full, not with water but with some sort of silver, shining fluid of a kind he had never seen before. It was not transparent, like water. In fact, he could not see through it at all, for the smooth surface, like a mirror, reflected the sunshine overhead and the passing animals.

“What’s this for?” he asked another nearby creature, who also seemed to be some kind of cat.

“It’s not for anything,” replied the animal rather crushingly. “It’s called quicksilver. It was given to the King some time ago as a present, and he had it put here so that everyone can admire it.”

Then El-ahrairah moved like lightning. He put his front paws on the edge of the basin, pulled himself up and leaped into the pool. The quicksilver did not behave like water. It was thicker and more buoyant. Try as he would, he could not get beneath the surface. He rolled about, struggling. There were a lot of animals now, all round the edge of the pool. “Who’s he?” “What’s he think he’s doing?” “Get him out. He’s got no business to …” “Oh, it’s one of those stupid rabbits.” “Come out, you!”

El-ahrairah clambered out with difficulty. He was not soaked with the stuff, but it had gone down among his fur and broken up into little droplets all over him. He shed them as he moved. Some of the animals were trying to hold him back, but he struggled free, turned, dashed to the foot of the slope and sat down at the front of the crowd just as the King, with three or four companions, came in from one side and stood looking up at his subjects.

He was a magnificent stag. His smooth coat shone in the sunlight like that of a groomed horse. His black hooves also shone, and he carried his superb, branching antlers with such grandeur and majesty that he instantly silenced the whole, chattering assembly. Walking to the center of the lawn, he turned to let his kindly gaze travel slowly here and there among his subjects.

When he noticed El-ahrairah, glittering silver not more than thirty feet away, he stared at him intently.

“What sort of animal are you?” he asked in a deep, smooth voice—the voice of one who never hurried and was always obeyed.

“May it please Your Majesty,” replied El-ahrairah, “I’m an English rabbit, come from very far to petition for your royal bounty.”

“Come here,” said the King.

El-ahrairah came forward and sat up, rabbit fashion, before the King’s gleaming front hooves.

“What is it you want?” asked the King.

“I am here to plead for my people, Your Majesty. They have no sense of smell—none at all—and this not only hinders them greatly in feeding and in finding their way about, but also leaves them in great danger from their enemies the predators, whom they can’t smell coming. Noble King, only help us, I beg.”

Again there was silence. The King turned to one of his retinue. “Have I this power?”

“You have, Your Majesty.”

“Have I ever used it?”

“Never, Your Majesty.”

The King seemed to be reflecting. Very quietly, he spoke to himself. “But this would be to assume the power of Lord Frith: to confer upon a whole species a faculty they lack.”

Suddenly El-ahrairah cried out loudly to the King, “Your Majesty, do but give us this sense, and I promise you and every creature here that my people shall become to the human race the greatest scourge and tribulation in the world. We will be to them, everywhere, a relentless bane and affliction. We will destroy their greenstuff, burrow under their fences, spoil their crops, harass them by night and day.”

At this, cheering broke out among all the creatures in the audience. Someone shouted, “Give it to him, Your Majesty! Let his people become the humans’ worst enemy, as the humans are ours.”

The babel continued for some little while, until at length the King gazed round for silence. Then he lowered his beautiful head and pressed his muzzle against El-ahrairah. His tremendous antlers seemed to enclose the Rabbit Prince like an invincible palisade. “Be it so,” he said. “Take my blessing to your people, and with it the Sense of Smell, to be theirs forever.”

On the instant, El-ahrairah himself could smell: the damp grass, the surrounding crowd of animals, the King’s warm breath. He felt so much overcome with joy and gratitude that he could hardly find words to thank the King. All the creatures applauded him and wished him well.

A golden eagle carried him home. When it set him down in his own meadow, the first animals he saw were Rabscuttle and several more of his faithful Owsla. “You did it, then—you did it!” they cried, crowding round him. “We can all smell! All of us!”

“Come on, master,” said Rabscuttle. “You must be hungry. Can you smell those splendid cabbages in the kitchen garden over there? Come and help us chew them up. I’ve tunneled under the fence already.”

So all of you who’ve listened to this story, just remember, when next you steal flayrah from men: you’re not only stuffing your bellies; you’re fulfilling the solemn promise of El-ahrairah to the King of Tomorrow, as all good rabbits should.
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