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The Rabbit of Death and Fear 

1.  Signs of a Conspiracy I 
 
Had their journey been made in years gone by, they would 

have found the downs far more open, without standing crops, 
grazed close by sheep; and they could hardly have hoped to go 
far unobserved by enemies. But the sheep were long gone and the 
tractors had plowed great expanses for wheat and barley. The 
smell of the green, standing corn was round them all day. (267) 
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2.  Signs of a Conspiracy II 

“Playing El-ahrairah,” said Hazel. “You duffer, you might have 
thrown your life away for nothing—we all thought you had. Don’t try it 
again, there’s a good chap. You know everything’s going to depend on 
you. But tell me, whatever happened in the trees? Why did you cry like 
that, if you were all right?” 

“I didn’t,” said Bigwig. “It was very queer, what happened, and bad, 
too, I’m afraid. I was going to lose the homba in the trees, you see, and 
then come back. Well, I went into the undergrowth, and I’d just stopped 
limping and was starting to run really fast when suddenly I found myself 
face to face with a bunch of rabbits—strangers. They were coming toward 
me, as if they were going out into the open combe. Of course, I didn’t 
have time to get a good look at them, but they seemed to be big fellows. 
‘Look out—run!’ I said as I dashed up to them, but all they did was try to 
stop me. One of them said, ‘You stay here!’ or something like that, and 
then he got right in my way. So I knocked him down—I had to—and 
raced off, and the next thing I heard was this dreadful squealing. Of 
course, I went even faster then and I got clear of the trees and came back 
to you.” (290) 
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3.  Inspiration 

“What puzzles me,” said Blackberry, “is why this boat thing doesn’t go 
along. Everything in this river goes along, and fast, too—see there.” He looked 
out at a piece of stick floating down on the even two-mile-an-hour current. “So 
what’s stopping this thing from going?” 

Kehaar had a short-way-with-landlubbers manner which he sometimes 
used to those of the rabbits that he did not particularly like. Blackberry was not 
one of his favorites: he preferred straightforward characters such as Bigwig, 
Buckthorn and Silver. 

“Ees rope. You like bite heem, den you go damn queek, all de vay.” 
“Yes, I see,” said Fiver. “The rope goes round that metal thing where 

Hazel’s sitting: and the other end’s fixed on the bank here. It’s like the stalk of 
a big leaf. You could gnaw it through and the leaf—the boat—would drop off 
the bank.” 

“Well, anyway, let’s go back now,” said Hazel, rather dejectedly. “I’m 
afraid we don’t seem to be any nearer to finding what we’re looking for, 
Kehaar. Can you possibly wait until tomorrow? I had the idea that we all might 
move to somewhere a bit drier before tonight—higher up in the wood, away 
from the river.” 

“Oh, what a pity!” said Bluebell. “Do you know, I’d quite decided to 
become a water rabbit.” (305) 
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4.  The Hard Choice 

“At last El-ahrairah felt quite desperate and one night, when 
he had been risking his life again and again to bring down a few 
mouthfuls of grass for a doe and her family whose father had 
been killed the day before, he called out, ‘Lord Frith! I would do 
anything to save my people! I would drive a bargain with a stoat 
or a fox—yes, or with the Black Rabbit of Inlé!’  

“Now, as soon as he had said this, El-ahrairah realized in his 
heart that if there was one creature anywhere who might have the 
will and certainly had the power to destroy his enemies, it was 
the Black Rabbit of Inlé. For he was a rabbit, and yet more 
powerful than King Darzin a thousand times over. But the 
thought made El-ahrairah sweat and shudder, so that he had to 
crouch down where he was in the run. After a time he went to his 
own burrow and began to think of what he had said and what it 
meant.” (273-274) 

 



The Rabbit of Death and Fear 
5.  The Black Rabbit of Inlé 

“Now, as you all know, the Black Rabbit of Inlé is fear and everlasting 
darkness. He is a rabbit, but he is that cold, bad dream from which we can only 
entreat Lord Frith to save us today and tomorrow. When the snare is set in the 
gap, the Black Rabbit knows where the peg is driven; and when the weasel 
dances, the Black Rabbit is not far off. You all know how some rabbits seem just 
to throw their lives away between two jokes and a theft: but the truth is that 
their foolishness comes from the Black Rabbit, for it is by his will that they do 
not smell the dog or see the gun. The Black Rabbit brings sickness, too. Or 
again, he will come in the night and call a rabbit by name: and then that rabbit 
must go out to him, even though he may be young and strong to save himself 
from any other danger. He goes with the Black Rabbit and leaves no trace 
behind. Some say that the Black Rabbit hates us and wants our destruction. But 
the truth is—or so they taught me—that he, too, serves Lord Frith and does no 
more than his appointed task—to bring about what must be. We come into the 
world and we have to go: but we do not go merely to serve the turn of one 
enemy or another. If that were so, we would all be destroyed in a day. We go by 
the will of the Black Rabbit of Inlé and only by his will. And though that will 
seems hard and bitter to us all, yet in his way he is our protector, for he knows 
Frith’s promise to the rabbits and he will avenge any rabbit who may chance to 
be destroyed without the consent of himself. Anyone who has seen a 
gamekeeper’s gibbet knows what the Black Rabbit can bring down on elil who 
think they will do what they will.” (274-275) 
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6.  Fear in the Dark 

“Go on,” said Bigwig, “and don’t leave anything out.” 
“I think many things are left out, if only the truth could be known,” 

said Dandelion, “for no one can say what happens in that country where 
El-ahrairah went of his own accord and we do not. But, as I was told, 
when they first became aware of the Black Rabbit, they fled down the 
tunnel—as needs they must, for there was nowhere else to run. And this 
they did although they had come on purpose to encounter him and all 
depended on their doing so. They did no differently from all of us; and 
the end, too, was no different, for when they had done slipping and 
tripping and falling along the tunnel, they found themselves in a vast 
stone burrow. All was of stone: the Black Rabbit had dug it out of the 
mountain with his claws. And there they found, waiting for them, him 
from whom they had fled. There were others in that burrow also—
shadows without sound or smell. The Black Rabbit has his Owsla, too, 
you know. I would not care to meet them. 

“The Black Rabbit spoke with the voice of water that falls into pools 
in echoing places in the dark.” (277) 
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7.  Deliverance 
 
“’El-ahrairah,’ said the Black Rabbit at last, ‘this is a cold 

warren: a bad place for the living and no place at all for warm 
hearts and brave spirits. You are a nuisance to me. Go home. I 
myself will save your people. Do not have the impertinence to ask 
me when. There is no time here. They are already saved.’ 

“In that moment, when King Darzin and his soldiers were 
still jeering down the holes of the warren, confusion and terror 
came upon them in the falling darkness. The fields seemed full of 
huge rabbits with red eyes, stalking among the thistles. They 
turned and fled. They vanished in the night; and that is why no 
rabbit who tells the tales of El-ahrairah can say what kind of 
creatures they were or what they looked like. Not one of them has 
ever been seen, from that day to this.” (283) 
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8.  Finding Wisdom 
 
“’Are you angry, El-ahrairah?’ asked Lord Frith. 
“’No, my lord,’ replied El-ahrairah, ‘I am not angry. But I 

have learned that with creatures one loves, suffering is not the 
only thing for which one may pity them. A rabbit who does not 
know when a gift has made him safe is poorer than a slug, even 
though he make think otherwise himself.’ 

“’Wisdom is found on the desolate hillside, El-ahrairah, 
where none comes to feed, and the stony bank where the rabbit 
scratches a hole in vain. But, speaking of gifts, I have brought a 
few trifles for you. A pair of ears, a tail and some whiskers. You 
may find the ears slightly strange at first. I put a little starlight in 
them, but it is really quite faint: not enough, I am sure, to give 
away a clever thief like you.’” (285-286) 
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9.  Wily Leadership 

 
Hazel had said nothing more to persuade them, feeling that it would be 

better simply to leave things to set in his favor. He knew that they were afraid, 
for he was afraid himself. Indeed, he guessed that they, like himself, could not 
be free from the thought of Efrafa and its grim Owsla. But working against this 
fear was their longing and need to find more does and the knowledge that 
there were plenty of does in Efrafa. Then there was their sense of mischief. All 
rabbits love to trespass and steal and when it comes to the point very few will 
admit that they are afraid to do so; unless (like Buckthorn or Strawberry on 
this occasion) they know that they are not fit and that their bodies may let 
them down in the pinch. Again, in speaking about his secret plan, Hazel had 
aroused their curiosity. He had hoped that, with Fiver behind him, he could 
lure them with hints and promises: and he had been right. The rabbits trusted 
him and Fiver, who had gotten them out of Sandleford before it was too late, 
crossed the Enborne and the common, taken Bigwig out of the wire, founded 
the warren on the downs, made an ally of Kehaar and produced two does 
against all odds. There was no telling what they would do next. But they were 
evidently up to something; and since Bigwig and Blackberry seemed to be 
confidently in on it, no one was ready to say that he would rather stay out; 
especially since Hazel had made it clear that anyone who wished could remain 
at home and welcome—implying that if he was so poor-spirited as to choose to 
miss the exploit, they could do without him. (265-266) 
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10.  A Peaceful Warren 
 
The May sunset was red in clouds, and there was still half an 

hour to twilight. The dry slope was dotted with rabbits—some 
nibbling at the thin grass near their holes, others pushing further 
down to look for dandelions or perhaps a cowslip that the rest 
had missed. Here and there one sat upright on an ant heap and 
looked about, with ears erect and nose in the wind. But a 
blackbird, singing undisturbed on the outskirts of the wood, 
showed that there was nothing alarming there, and in the other 
direction, along the brook, all was plain to be seen, empty and 
quiet. The warren was at peace. (12) 
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11.  Another Warren at Peace 
 
Dusk was falling on Efrafa. In the failing light, General 

Woundwort was watching the Near Hind Mark at silflay along 
the edge of the great pasture field that lay between the warren 
and the iron road. Most of the rabbits were feeding near the Mark 
holes, which were close beside the field, concealed among the 
trees and undergrowth bordering a lonely bridle path. A few, 
however, had ventured out into the field, to browse and play in 
the last of the sun. Further out still were the sentries of the Owsla, 
on the alert for the approach of men or elil and also for any rabbit 
who might stray too far to be able to get underground quickly if 
there should be an alarm. (307) 
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12.  A Leader Indeed 
 
Most rabbits in his situation, lacking almost all experience of wild life, 

would have fallen victim at once to the elil: but not Woundwort. After a few 
days’ wandering, he came upon a small warren and, snarling and clawing, 
forced them to accept him. Soon he had become Chief Rabbit, having killed 
both the previous Chief and a rival named Fiorin. In combat he was terrifying, 
fighting entirely to kill, indifferent to any wounds he received himself and 
closing with his adversaries until his weight overbore and exhausted them. 
Those who had no heart to oppose him were not long in feeling that here was a 
leader indeed.  

Woundwort was ready to fight anything except a fox. One evening he 
attacked and drove off a foraging Aberdeen puppy. He was impervious to the 
fascination of the mustelidae, and hoped someday to kill a weasel, if not a 
stoat. When he had explored the limits of his own strength, he set to work to 
satisfy his longing for still more power in the only possible way—by increasing 
the power of the rabbits about him. He needed a bigger kingdom. Men were 
the great danger, but this could be circumvented by cunning and discipline. He 
left the small warren, taking his followers with him, and set out to look for a 
place suited to his purpose, where the very existence of rabbits could be 
concealed and extermination made very difficult. (308-309) 
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13.  Spirit of Mischief? 
 
The Wide Patrols began as mere forays or raids, led by Woundwort, 

into the surrounding country. He would simply pick four or five of the 
Owsla and take them out to look for trouble. On the first occasion they 
were lucky enough to find and kill a sick owl that had eaten a mouse that 
had eaten poison-dressed seed corn. On the next, they came upon two 
hlessil whom they compelled to return with them to join the warren. 
Woundwort was no mere bully. He knew how to encourage other rabbits 
and to fill them with a spirit of emulation. It was not long before his 
officers were asking to be allowed to lead patrols. Woundwort would give 
them tasks—to search for hlessil in a certain direction or to find out 
whether a particular ditch or barn contained rats which could later be 
attacked in force and driven out. Only from farms and gardens were they 
ordered to keep clear. One of these patrols, led by a certain Captain 
Orchis, discovered a small warren two miles to the east, beyond the 
Kingsclere-Overton road, on the outskirts of Nutley Copse. The General 
led an expedition against it and broke it up, the prisoners being brought 
back to Efrafa, where a few of them later rose to be Owsla members 
themselves. (310-311) 
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14.  Facing the Truth 
 
“The patrol brought you in, I’m told. What were you doing?” 
“I’ve come to join Efrafa.” 
“Why?” 
“I’m surprised you ask. It’s your warren, isn’t it? Is there 

anything odd about someone wanting to join?” 
Woundwort was nonplused. He was no fool and it was, he 

could not help feeling, extremely odd that any right-minded 
rabbit should choose to walk into Efrafa of his own accord. But he 
could hardly say so. (315) 

 


