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Dreams and Legends Hopping Out of the Grass 

1.  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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2.  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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3.  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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4.  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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5.  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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6.  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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7.  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) 
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8.  Double Meanings 
 
Professing myself, moreover, convinced that the General’s 

unjust interference, so far from being really injurious to their 
felicity, was perhaps rather conducive to it, by improving their 
knowledge of each other, and adding strength to their attachment, 
I leave it to be settled by whomsoever it may concern.... 

                  Jane Austen, Northanger Abbey 
                  (464) 
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9.  Doctor Adams 
 
“Doctor Adams arrived soon after ten. Lucy, who was 

making her bed and tidying her room later than she should have 
been, heard him stop his car under the elms at the top of the lane 
and went out to meet him, wondering why he had not driven up 
to the house as usual.” 

Is Doctor Adams based on Richard Adams, and more 
importantly, is this based on something that really happened to 
him? (Jonne Steen Redeker) 
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10.  Cross-Species Story Transmission 
 
“Worst of them all, Rowsby Woof, is the great Rat-Spirit, the 

giant of Sumatra, the curse of Hamelin.” 
I love the reference to Hamelin and logically its famous rat 

catcher. The real question is how would rabbits know about it? 
And what would the lapine version sound like? (Jonne Steen 
Redeker) 
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11.  Dea Ex Machina 
 
 In an article found on the Mythgard Academy page Adams claims 

that he does not write people well, and, after reading Chapter 48 “Dea ex 
Machina,” I would have to respectfully disagree. In this brief chapter, we 
learn much about Lucy, who is perhaps the “dea” of the machine; her 
father, who is hard but fair; and the good doctor, who hides behind a hard 
exterior. In a few short pages, we get a clear picture of life on this farm, 
the rhythms of the day, and the language spoken. 

The chapter seems to resonate on many different levels. It left me 
wondering what Hazel must have been thinking after the rescue from the 
cat. How did he feel when he was carried around by Lucy and how did he 
feel when he was put inside the drawer? And what about that ride in the 
hrududu? It does not seem as if Hazel was in tharn, as he recovers from 
the experience quickly and is rather nonchalant about his most 
extraordinary afternoon. 

I found “Dea ex Machina” to be an extraordinary chapter within an 
extraordinary novel and I wondered what you and other classmates 
thought. (Josh Bouyear) 
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12.  "Divine" Interventions and Human Compassion in Watership Down 
  I intended to write a different email than you are about to read, but as I 
began to lay things out my mind changed.  I had meant to write about how there 
seemed to be an inordinate number of timely and improbable external interventions 
that save the day when all seems lost.  I saw this as a bit of a flaw.  The last one, the 
little girl, just seemed one deus ex machina too many.  Then I noticed what might be a 
progressive pattern. 

 We have the train (machina ex machina); the fox that kills Campion (vulpes 
ex machina); the dog that kills Woundwort (canis ex machina); and the little girl (puella 
parva ex machina).  That does seem rather a lot, but with each intervention we move 
closer to the human:  machine, wild animal, tame animal, child.  In the first, 
moreover, the machine, which is of course made by humans, is taken by the rabbits 
to be a messenger from god.  And humans are of course are the greatest of elil, who 
kill, destroy, and oppress. They gas and bulldoze Sandleford; they reduce Cowslip's 
warren to a rabbit farm; they imprison the hutch rabbits; they shoot Hazel.  There is 
paradox and irony in Hazel's being saved at the end by a human, especially since it 
was Fiver's premonition of the coming destruction of Sandleford that sent Hazel and 
the rest on their journey. 

 So why is Hazel saved by the compassion of the greatest of elil?  Is it 
because Hazel has shown compassion throughout? Towards one rabbit after another, 
yes, but perhaps more importantly towards other creatures, like Kehaar and the 
mouse. Is it also because he has shown himself willing to sacrifice himself for others?  
You could say his compassion rules the fate of many.  (Tom Hillman) 
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13.  The Shape of Laburnum 
 
Strawberry shows Hazel the mosaic-like image of El-ahrairah created 

by a rabbit named Laburnum, and Hazel is baffled by this sight, perhaps 
not even recognizing it as an image. My question is: What has happened 
to the rabbits of Cowslip’s warren and why are they making art? It seems 
much more than the acceptance of doom from the wire. It almost seems as 
if they have evolved into something else; something other than rabbits. 

Do you think this is an example of degeneration rather than 
evolution; degeneration in the tradition of medieval philosophic thought? 
If so it seems so strange that they would grow in size and stature, gain 
insights into representational art, develop the ability to laugh, and yet 
degenerate in courage and moral “rabbit” artfulness. They make an image 
of El-ahrairah while they are losing all the gifts that he had been given in 
the first myth story. It seems to be much worse than a mere “deal with the 
devil.” (Mark Wille) 
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14.  The Genre of Watership Down 
 
Is Watership Down a children’s book? I’ve often seen it 

classified as a children’s book, but it seems to me that it would 
take a very ambitious child to tackle the book. It’s not just because 
of the amount of horror that’s in it (although I did enjoy the 
recent interview with Adams about that), but it seems to be quite 
long, very serious, and complex. I had begun to think that it got 
classed with children’s books mostly because it had animals as 
characters (although, as you point out, it is very different from 
most stories about animals). But then, I know that it began from 
stories Adams told his children in the car--and you said that you 
read it as a child. So I guess I also wondered if you’d have 
something interesting to say about that, as someone who read it 
as a child yourself. (Nancy Foasberg) 


