
THE MAKINGS OF THE BEST 
STORY EVER 

Professor Corey Olsen 
Mythgard Institute 



The Makings of the Best Story Ever 

1.  The Nature of Dogs I 
 
“Now, Rowsby Woof was the man’s dog; and he was the most 

objectionable, malicious, disgusting brute that ever licked a man’s hand. 
He was a big, woolly sort of animal with hair all over his eyes and the 
man kept him to guard the vegetable garden, especially at night. Rowsby 
Woof, of course, did not eat vegetables himself and anyone might have 
thought that he would be ready to let a few hungry animals have a lettuce 
or a carrot now and then and no questions asked. But not a bit of it. 
Rowsby Woof used to run loose from evening till dawn the next day; and 
not content with keeping men and boys out of the garden, he would go 
for any animals he found there—rats, rabbits, hares, mice, even moles—
and kill them if he could. The moment he smelled anything in the nature 
of an intruder he would start barking and kicking up a shine, although 
very often it was only this foolish noise which warned a rabbit and 
enabled him to get away in time.” (397-398) 
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2.  Accepting the Challenge 
 
“But hardly had they crossed the top of the garden and got 

among the cabbages than Rowsby Woof had winded them and 
down he came, barking and yelping, and they were lucky to get 
out in time. 

“’Dirty little beasts,’ shouted Rowsby Woof. ‘How—how! 
How—how dare you come snou—snou—snouting round here? 
Get out—out! Out—out!’ 

“’Contemptible brute!’ said El-ahrairah, as they scurried back 
to the warren with nothing to show for all their trouble. ‘He’s 
really annoyed me. I don’t know yet how it’s going to be done, 
but, by Frith and Inlé, before this frost thaws, we’ll eat his 
cabbages inside the house and make him look a fool into the 
bargain!’” (399) 
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3.  The Nature of Dogs II 
 
“’Tricks, Rowsby Woof?’ said El-ahrairah. ‘Ah, I see you do not know me. 

But how should you? Listen, faithful, skillful hound. I am the Fairy Wogdog, 
messenger of the great dog spirit of the East, Queen Dripslobber. Far, far in the 
East her palace lies. Ah, Rowsby Woof, if only you could see her mighty state, 
the wonders of her kingdom! The carrion that lies far and wide upon the 
sands! The manure, Rowsby Woof! The open sewers! Oh, how you would jump 
for joy and run nosing all about!’” 

(...) 
 “Rowsby Woof came up to the fence and El-ahrairah pushed the rubber 

nose into the crack and moved it about. Rowsby Woof stood close, sniffing. 
“’Noble rat-catcher,’ whispered El-ahrairah, ‘it is indeed I, the Fairy 

Wogdog, sent to honor you!’ 
“’Oh, Fairy Wogdog!’ cried Rowsby Woof, dribbling and piddling all over 

the gravel. ‘Ah, what elegance! What aristocratic distinction! Can that really be 
decayed cat that I smell? With a delicate overtone of rotten camel! Ah, the 
gorgeous East!’” 

(“What on earth’s ‘camel’?” said Bigwig. 
“I don’t know,” replied Dandelion. “But it was in the story when I heard 

it, so I suppose it’s some creature or other.”) (401-402) 
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4.  The Nature of Dogs III 
 
“’I perceive, honest friend,” said El-ahrairah, ‘that you found the 

meat as swiftly as though it had been a rat. The house is safe and all is 
well. Now hark. I shall return to the Queen and tell her of all that has 
passed. It was her gracious purpose that if you showed yourself worthy 
tonight, by trusting her messenger, she would herself send for you and 
honor you. Tomorrow night she will be passing through this land on her 
way to the Wolf Festival of the North and she means to break her journey 
in order that you may appear before her. Be ready, Rowsby Woof!’ 

“’Oh, Fairy Wogdog!’ cried Rowsby Woof. ‘What joy it will be to 
grovel and abase myself before the Queen! How humbly I shall roll upon 
the ground! How utterly shall I make myself her slave! What menial 
cringing will be mine! I will show myself a true dog!’ 

“’I do not doubt it,’ said El-ahrairah. ‘And now, farewell. Be patient 
and await my return!’” (403) 
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5.  A Message Transmitted 
 
“Aren’t you working?” he asked listlessly. 
“No,” replied Fiver. “I’m listening.” 
“To the digging, you mean?” 
“No, not the digging. There’s something I’m trying to hear—something 

the others can’t hear. Only I can’t hear it either. But it’s close. Deep. Leaf-drift, 
deep. I’m going away, Hazel—going away.” His voice grew slow and drowsy. 
“Falling. But it’s cold. Cold.” 

The air in the dark burrow was stifling. Hazel bent over Fiver, pushing 
the limp body with his nose.  

“Cold,” muttered Fiver. “How—how. How—how cold!” 
There was a long silence.  
“Fiver?” said Hazel. “Fiver? Can you hear me?” 
Suddenly a terrible sound broke from Fiver; a sound at which every 

rabbit in the warren leaped in dreadful fear; a sound that no rabbit had ever 
made, that no rabbit had the power to make. It was deep and utterly 
unnatural. The rabbits working on the far side of the wall crouched terrified. 
One of the does began to squeal. 

“Dirty little beasts,” yelped Fiver. “How—how dare you? Get out—out! 
Out—out!” (429) 
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6.  A Message Received 

Shuddering, Hazel clawed at Fiver’s side. 
“Wake! Fiver, wake!” 
But Fiver was lying in a deep stupor.  
In Hazel’s mind, green branches were straining in the wind. Up and 

down they swayed, thresh and ply. There was something—something he 
could glimpse between them. What was it? Water he sensed; and fear. 
Then suddenly he saw clearly, for an instant, a little huddle of rabbits on 
the bank of a stream at dawn, listening to the sound of yelping in the 
wood above and the scolding of a jay. 

“If I were you, I shouldn’t wait until ni-Frith. I should go now. In 
fact, I think you’ll have to. There’s a large dog loose in the wood. There’s a 
large dog loose in the wood.” 

The wind blew, the trees shook their myriads of leaves. The stream 
was gone. He was in the Honeycomb, facing Bigwig in the dark, across 
the motionless body of Fiver. The scratching from above was louder and 
closer. (429-430) 
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7.  Fiver’s Sympathy 

 
Vervain advanced slowly across the floor. Even he could derive little 

satisfaction from the prospect of killing a tharn rabbit half his own size, in obedience 
to a contemptuous taunt. The small rabbit made no move whatever, either to retreat 
or to defend himself, but only stared at him from great eyes which, though troubled, 
were certainly not those of a beaten enemy or a victim. Before his gaze, Vervain 
stopped in uncertainty and for long moments the two faced each other in the dim 
light. Then, very quietly and with no trace of fear, the strange rabbit said,  

“I am sorry for you with all my heart. But you cannot blame us, for you came 
to kill us if you could.” 

“Blame you?” answered Vervain. “Blame you for what?” 
“For your death. Believe me, I am sorry for your death.” 
Vervain in his time had encountered any number of prisoners who, before they 

died, had cursed or threatened him, not uncommonly with supernatural vengeance, 
much as Bigwig had cursed Woundwort in the storm. If such things had been liable 
to have any effect on him, he would not have been head of the Owslafa. Indeed, for 
almost any utterance that a rabbit in this dreadful situation could find to make, 
Vervain was unthinkingly ready with one or other of a stock of jeering rejoinders. 
Now, as he continued to meet the eyes of this unaccountable enemy—the only one 
he had faced in all the long night’s search for bloodshed—horror came upon him 
and he was filled with a sudden fear of his words, gentle and inexorable as the 
falling of bitter snow in a land without refuge. The shadowy recesses of the strange 
burrow seemed full of whispering, malignant ghosts and he recognized the forgotten 
voices of rabbits done to death months since in the ditches of Efrafa. 

“Let me alone!” cried Vervain. “Let me go! Let me go!” (452-453) 
 
 



The Makings of the Best Story Ever 

8.  Fiver’s Sacrifice 
 
Since the night of the siege, Fiver had spent much time alone and 

even in the Honeycomb, or at morning and evening silflay, was often 
silent and preoccupied. No one resented this—”He looks right through 
you in such a nice, friendly way,” as Bluebell put it—for each in his own 
manner recognized that Fiver was now more than ever governed, whether 
he would or no, by the pulse of that mysterious world of which he had 
once spoken to Hazel during the late June days they had spent together at 
the foot of the down. It was Bigwig who said—one evening when Fiver 
was absent from the Honeycomb at story time—that Fiver was one who 
had paid more dearly than even himself for the night’s victory over the 
Efrafans. Yet to his doe, Vilthuril, Fiver was devotedly attached, while she 
had come to understand him almost as deeply as ever Hazel had. (466) 
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9.  The General’s Advantage 
 
When it came to fighting, Woundwort was not given to careful 

calculation. Men, and larger animals such as wolves, usually have an idea 
of their own numbers and those of the enemy and this affects their 
readiness to fight and how they go about it. Woundwort had never had 
any need to think like this. What he had learned from all his experience of 
fighting was that nearly always there are those who want to fight and 
those who do not but feel they cannot avoid it. More than once he had 
fought alone and imposed his will on crowds of other rabbits. He held 
down a great warren with the help of a handful of devoted officers. It did 
not occur to him now—and if it had, he would not have thought it 
mattered—that most of his rabbits were still outside; that those who were 
with him were fewer than those on the other side of the wall and that 
until Groundsel had got the runs open they could not get out even if they 
wanted to. This sort of thing does not count among fighting rabbits. 
Ferocity and aggression are everything. What Woundwort knew was that 
those beyond the wall were afraid of him and that on this account he had 
the advantage. (442) 
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10.  The Fox in the Water 
 
“So then El-ahrairah said to the fox, ‘Fox you may smell and fox you 

may be, but I can tell your fortune in the water.’” 
Suddenly Woundwort spoke. 
“Thlayli,” he said, “why do you want to throw your life away? I can 

send one fresh rabbit after another into this run if I choose. You’re too 
good to be killed. Come back to Efrafa. I promise I’ll give you the 
command of any Mark you like. I’ll give you my word.” 

“Silflay hraka, u embleer rah,” replied Bigwig. 
“’Ah ha,’ said the fox, ‘tell my fortune, eh? And what do you see in 

the water, my friend? Fat rabbits running through the grass, yes, yes?’” 
“Very well,” said Woundwort. “But remember, Thlayli, you yourself 

can stop this nonsense whenever you wish.” 
“’No,’ replied El-ahrairah, ‘it is not fat rabbits that I see in the water, 

but swift hounds on the scent and my enemy flying for his life.’” (448) 
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11.  Bigwig Unbroken 
 
Suddenly Woundwort leaped forward in a single bound and landed 

full against Bigwig like a branch falling from a tree. He made no attempt 
to use his claws. His great weight was pushing, chest to chest, against 
Bigwig’s. With heads side by side they bit and snapped at each other’s 
shoulders. Bigwig felt himself sliding slowly backward. He could not 
resist the tremendous pressure. His back legs, with claws extended, 
furrowed the floor of the run as he gave ground. In a few moments he 
would be pushed bodily into the burrow behind. Putting his last strength 
into the effort to remain where he was, he loosed his teeth from 
Woundwort’s shoulder and dropped his head, like a cart horse straining 
at a load. Still he was slipping. Then, very gradually it seemed, the terrible 
pressure began to slacken. His claws had a hold of the ground. 
Woundwort, teeth sunk in his back, was snuffling and choking. Though 
Bigwig did not know it, his earlier blows had torn Woundwort across the 
nose. His nostrils were full of his own blood, and with jaws closed in 
Bigwig’s fur he could not draw his breath. A moment more and he let go 
his hold. Bigwig, utterly exhausted, lay where he was. (448-449) 
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12.  Bigwig Stands His Ground 

 
Once more he climbed on the earth pile. Then he stopped. Vervain and Thistle, 

raising their heads to peer past him from behind, saw why. Thlayli had made his 
way up the run and was crouching immediately below. Blood had matted the great 
thatch of fur on his head, and one ear, half severed, hung down beside his face. His 
breathing was slow and heavy. 

“You’ll find it much harder to push me back from here, General,” he said. 
With a sort of weary, dull surprise, Woundwort realized that he was afraid. He 

did not want to attack Thlayli again. He knew, with flinching certainty, that he was 
not up to it. And who was? he thought. Who could do it? No, they would have to get 
in by some other way and everyone would know why. 

“Thlayli,” he said, “we’ve unblocked a run out here. I can bring in enough 
rabbits to pull down this wall in four places. Why don’t you come out?” 

Thlayli’s reply, when it came, was low and gasping, but perfectly clear. 
“My Chief Rabbit has told me to defend this run and until he says otherwise I 

shall stay here.” 
“His Chief Rabbit?” said Vervain, staring. 
It had never occurred to Woundwort or any of his officers that Thlayli was not 

the Chief Rabbit of his warren. Yet what he said carried immediate conviction. He 
was speaking the truth. And if he was not the Chief Rabbit, then somewhere close by 
there must be another, stronger rabbit who was. A stronger rabbit than Thlayli. 
Where was he? What was he doing at this moment? 

Woundwort became aware that Thistle was no longer behind him. (450-451) 
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13.  Woundwort Stands His Ground 
 
“Run!” cried Campion, stamping. “Run for your lives!” 
He raced through them and was gone over the down. Not knowing 

what he meant or where to run, they turned one way and another. Five 
bolted down the opened run and a few more into the wood. But almost 
before they had begun to scatter, into their midst bounded a great black 
dog, snapping, biting and chasing hither and thither like a fox in a chicken 
run. 

Woundwort alone stood his ground. As the rest fled in all directions 
he remained where he was, bristling and snarling, bloody-fanged and 
bloody-clawed. The dog, coming suddenly upon him face to face among 
the rough tussocks, recoiled a moment, startled and confused. Then it 
sprang forward; and even as they ran, his Owsla could hear the General’s 
raging, squealing cry, “Come back, you fools! Dogs aren’t dangerous! 
Come back and fight!” (454) 
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14.  A Most Unusual Farm Raid 
 
How much noise had he made? How strong was his scent 

over the tar and straw and farmyard? He waited, tense to jump, 
expecting movement below. There was no sound. In a terrible 
miasma of dog smell, which gripped him with fear and called, 
“Run! Run!” down every nerve, he crept forward to where the 
eye bolt was screwed into the roof. His claws scraped slightly and 
he stopped again. Still there was no movement. He crouched 
down and began to nibble and gnaw at the thick cord. (435) 
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15.  Defying Instinct 
 
He tore over the crest and down toward the cattle shed. When Hazel had 

told him what he was to do, it had seemed to him that his task would consist of 
leading the dog on and persuading it to follow him. Now he was running 
simply to save his life, and that at a speed he had never touched before, a 
speed he knew he could not keep up. 

In actual fact Dandelion covered three hundred yards to the cattle shed in 
a good deal less than half a minute. But as he reached the straw at the entrance 
it seemed to him that he had run forever. Hazel and the farmyard were long, 
long ago. He had never done anything in his life but run in terror down the 
lane, feeling the dog’s breath at his haunches. Inside the gate a big rat ran 
across in front of him and the dog checked at it for a moment. Dandelion 
gained the nearest shed and went headlong between two bales of straw at the 
foot of a pile. It was a narrow place and he turned round only with some 
difficulty. The dog was immediately outside, scratching eagerly, whining and 
throwing up loose straw as it sniffed along the foot of the bales.  

“Sit tight,” said a young rat, from the straw close beside him. “It’ll be off 
in a minute. They’re not like cats, you know.” 

“That’s the trouble,” said Dandelion, panting and rolling the whites of his 
eyes. “It mustn’t lose me; and time’s everything.” 

“What?” said the rat, puzzled. “What you say?” (445-446) 
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16.  The General Lives On 
 
“He isn’t dead, you know,” broke in Groundsel. 
The others were silent. 
“He hasn’t stopped running,” said Groundsel passionately. “Did you see 

his body? No. Did anyone? No. Nothing could kill him. He made rabbits 
bigger than they’ve ever been—braver, more skillful, more cunning. I know we 
paid for it. Some gave their lives. It was worth it, to feel we were Efrafans. For 
the first time ever, rabbits didn’t go scurrying away. The elil feared us. And 
that was on account of Woundwort—him and no one but him. We weren’t 
good enough for the General. Depend upon it, he’s gone to start another 
warren somewhere else. But no Efrafan officer will ever forget him.” 

“Well, now I’ll tell you something,” began Silver. But Hazel cut him short. 
“You mustn’t say you weren’t good enough,” he said. “You did 

everything for him that rabbits could do and a great deal more. And what a lot 
we learned from you! As for Efrafa, I’ve heard it’s doing well under Campion, 
even if some things aren’t quite the same as they used to be. And listen—by 
next spring, if I’m right, we shall have too many rabbits here for comfort. I’m 
going to encourage some of the youngsters to start a new warren between here 
and Efrafa; and I think you’ll find Campion will be ready to send some of his 
rabbits to join them. You’d be just the right fellow to start that scheme 
off.”  (467-468) 
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17.  Rumors and Legends 
 
At that moment General Woundwort, out on the open grass below the 

bank, was facing Thistle and Ragwort in the checkered yellow moonlight of the 
small hours. 

“You weren’t put at the mouth of that run to listen,” he said. “You were 
put there to stop anyone breaking out. You had no business to leave it. Get 
back at once.” 

“I give you my word, sir,” said Thistle querulously, “there’s some animal 
down there that is not a rabbit. We both heard it.” 

“And did you smell it?” asked Woundwort.  
“No, sir. No tracks or droppings either. But we both heard an animal and 

it was no rabbit.” 
Several of the diggers had left their work and were gathered nearby, 

listening. A muttering began. 
“They had a homba that killed Captain Mallow. My brother was there. He 

saw it.” 
“They had a great bird that turned into a shaft of lightning.” 
“There was another animal that took them away down the river.” 
“Why can’t we go home?” (431) 
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18.  The Story Continues 

 
“So after they had swum the river,” said Vilthuril, “El-ahrairah led his 

people on in the dark, through a wild, lonely place. Some of them were afraid, 
but he knew the way and in the morning he brought them safely to some green 
fields, very beautiful, with good, sweet grass. And here they found a warren; a 
warren that was bewitched. All the rabbits in this warren were in the power of 
a wicked spell. They wore shining collars round their necks and sang like birds 
and some of them could fly. But for all they looked so fine, their hearts were 
dark and tharn. So then El-ahrairah’s people said, ‘Ah, see, these are the 
wonderful rabbits of Prince Rainbow. They are like princes themselves. We will 
live with them and become princes, too.’” 

Vilthuril looked up and saw the newcomers. She paused for a moment 
and then went on. 

“But Frith came to Rabscuttle in a dream and warned him that the warren 
was enchanted. And he dug into the ground to find where the spell was 
buried. Deep he dug, and hard was the search, but at last he found that wicked 
spell and dragged it out. So they all fled from it, but it turned into a great rat 
and flew at El-ahrairah. Then El-ahrairah fought the rat, up and down, and at 
last he held it, pinned under his claws, and it turned into a great white bird 
which spoke to him and blessed him.” 

“I seem to know this story,” whispered Hazel, “but I can’t remember 
where I’ve heard it.” (470-471) 
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19.  The General’s Legacy 
 
General Woundwort was never seen again. But it was certainly true, 

as Groundsel said, that no one ever found his body, so it may perhaps be 
that, after all, that extraordinary rabbit really did wander away to live his 
fierce life somewhere else and to defy the elil as resourcefully as ever. 
Kehaar, who was once asked if he would look out for him in his flights 
over the downs, merely replied, “Dat damn rabbit—I no see ‘im, I no vant 
I see ‘im.” Before many months had passed, no one on Watership knew or 
particularly cared to know whether he himself or his mate was descended 
from one or two Efrafan parents or from none at all. Hazel was glad that it 
should be so. And yet there endured the legend that somewhere out over 
the down there lived a great and solitary rabbit, a giant who drove the elil 
like mice and sometimes went to silflay in the sky. If ever great danger 
arose, he would come back to fight for those who honored his name. And 
mother rabbits would tell their kittens that if they did not do as they were 
told, the General would get them—the General who was first cousin to 
the Black Rabbit himself. Such was Woundwort’s monument: and perhaps 
it would not have displeased him. (474) 
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20.  The Visitor 

 
“Yes, of course,” said Hazel, hoping he would be able to remember his 

name in a moment. Then he saw that in the darkness of the burrow the 
stranger’s ears were shining with a faint silver light. “Yes, my lord,” he said. 
“Yes, I know you.” 

“You’ve been feeling tired,” said the stranger, “but I can do something 
about that. I’ve come to ask whether you’d care to join my Owsla. We shall be 
glad to have you and you’ll enjoy it. If you’re ready, we might go along now.” 

They went out past the young sentry, who paid the visitor no attention. 
The sun was shining and in spite of the cold there were a few bucks and does 
at silflay, keeping out of the wind as they nibbled the shoots of spring grass. It 
seemed to Hazel that he would not be needing his body any more, so he left it 
lying on the edge of the ditch, but stopped for a moment to watch his rabbits 
and to try to get used to the extraordinary feeling that strength and speed were 
flowing inexhaustibly out of him and into their sleek young bodies and healthy 
senses. 

“You needn’t worry about them,” said his companion. “They’ll be all 
right—and thousands like them. If you’ll come along, I’ll show you what I 
mean.” 

He reached the top of the bank in a single, powerful leap. Hazel followed; 
and together they slipped away, running easily down through the wood, 
where the first primroses were beginning to bloom. (475) 


