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To my family and friends



 
‘Of hares, some go faster and be stronger than others, as it is of men and other beasts’
—Edward of Norwich, The Master of Game
‘Shadow and sun, so too our lives are made Yet think how great the sun
How small the shade’
—Motto on a sundial
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January was arctic. The temperature frequently dropped to five degrees below zero. It started snowing in the new year and barely stopped before mid-February, when a brief thaw exposed the snowdrops pushing through the sodden grass. Within days they were blanketed once more. The trees were frosted white with windblown snowflakes, while icy cobwebs hung in the hedgerows like frozen cat’s cradles. A lone kestrel brooded on the garden fence, spectral in the dim light. Lean foxes patrolled the landscape, stalking gully and thicket, their boldness heightened by hunger. A patch of bloody, clotted down was all that remained of a plump wood pigeon, as if a bag of feathers had been upended upon the ground. Bewildered pheasants crossed the fields, their tail feathers heavy with crusted snow, slow-marching through the icy terrain; the this way, this way of their perfect arrow-shaped tracks leading off into the distance, and then disappearing.
Throughout those frozen weeks, a hare bounded through the fields, her movements slowed by new life growing within her. As the low winter sun clung to the horizon, she huddled close to the ground, in any cover she could find, sheltering from the bitter wind and the ravening gaze of predators. By night, she scraped at the snow with her forepaws to uncover shoots of grass amid the corn stubble, or chewed bare bark in the hedgerows, scant sources of energy to ward off the chill and sustain her unborn litter throughout the forty-two days and nights of a hare’s term.
One February night the hare formed a nest in an overhang of tall grass at the edge of a field. There she gave birth silently under the moonlight to a leveret as dark as the night itself, save for a star-shaped white mark on its forehead. She licked it clean and then fed it, shielding it with her body until it had found use of its limbs, before nudging it anxiously out of its birthplace with her muzzle into a new hiding place within a dense tussock of dormant grass that created a snug tent around the little leveret.
Having concealed it to her satisfaction, the mother hare went back over her tracks, using the tips of her paws to obliterate her traces, racing to beat the dawn light breaking on the horizon. She moved with graceful, springing steps, as if to avoid turning a single blade. Once finished, she sprang away with a thrust of her powerful back legs, putting clear ground between her and her young. With no burrow in which to hide her leveret, the best she could do was to leave it, drawing off predators until nightfall, when she would return again under cover of darkness.
In the hours that followed, winter relented and eased its grip. The boggy ground bubbled with snowmelt. Humans re-emerged gratefully outdoors. The tiny leveret with the white star on its head huddled in its grass nest, shrinking closer to the ground and listening intently to the sound of distant voices travelling on the wind, growing steadily closer, along with something else: the plashing paws, panting breath and musky smell of an approaching dog, racing across the ground towards the leveret’s hide, and rending the air with a terrifying, exultant bark.



  



  
‘Siberians name hares by the time of their birth: nastovik (born in March, when snow is covered with crust), letnik (born in summer), listopadnik (born in the fall, when leaves fall from trees)’
—A. A. Cherkassov, Notes of an East Siberian Hunter, 1865
Standing by the back door, readying for a long walk, I heard a dog barking, followed by the sound of a man shouting. I jammed my feet into my boots and walked across the gravel to the wooden gate to look for the cause of the disturbance. There was no reason for a dog to be nearby. The barn where I lived stood alone in a broad expanse of arable farmland, quartered by streams and hedgerows and interspersed with stands of woodland. I had grown up with stories of poachers cutting locks and forcing open gates to drive onto the farmers’ fields and into the woods, hunting deer and rabbits or setting their dogs to chase hares. More benignly, dogs had been known to bolt from their owners walking down the lanes, in pursuit of a rabbit or simply drawn by the open spaces, scattering sheep or disturbing nesting birds in the process. A zealous dog, panting from the chase, had jumped over the wall into my garden once the previous year, lunging at nothing and sawing the air with its tail in a playful manner before bounding up and off and away. But such incidents were rare, and I was curious to know what was happening.
I leant on the gate and scanned the field, which rose in a gentle incline towards the horizon and then dropped out of sight. The sky was gunmetal grey. I ran my gaze along the hedgerows, over the expanses of bare stubble and lingering patches of slowly dissolving snow, and towards the dark silhouette of the nearest wood. Whatever dog had been on the loose was no longer visible. The wind cut at my cheeks with an icy edge. The white fog of my breath was whipped away. I fumbled in my pocket for my gloves, pulled my coat closer around me and set off for a walk.
The path I took was a short, unpaved track leading along the edge of a cornfield and emerging into a narrow country lane flanked with tall hedges overflowing with bramble and snowberry. The track, formed of two strips of hard packed earth, was solid enough for a car to pass but pocked with potholes and puddles. I crested the skyline, deep in my thoughts, and began to walk down the slight slope towards the lane, when I was brought up short by a tiny creature facing me on the grass strip running down the track’s centre. I stopped abruptly. Leveret. The word surfaced in my mind, even though I had never seen a young hare before.
The animal, no longer than the width of my palm, lay on its stomach with its eyes open and its short, silky ears held tightly against its back. Its fur was dark brown, thick and choppy, and grew in delicate curls along its spine. Long, pale guard hairs and whiskers stood out from its body and glowed in the weak sun, creating a corona of light around its rump and muzzle. Set against the bare earth and dry grass it was hard to tell where its fur ended and the ground began. It blended into the dead winter landscape so completely that, but for the rapid rise and fall of its flanks, I would have mistaken it for a stone. Its forepaws were pressed tightly together, fringed in fur the colour of bone and overlapping as if for comfort. Its jet-black eyes were encircled with a thick, uneven band of creamy fur. High on its forehead was a distinct white mark that stood out like a minute dribble of paint. It did not stir as I came into view, but studied the ground in front of it, unmoving. Leveret.
The gaping mouths of rabbit burrows beneath trees and banks, and the flash of their inhabitants’ white cotton-ball tails, were familiar sights from my childhood. But hares were rare and secretive, only ever glimpsed from afar, in flight. To see a leveret lying out in the open – or at all – was very surprising. The most likely explanation for its exposed position was that it had been chased, or picked up and dropped, by the dog I’d heard, and had ended up lost on the track.
I considered the options. I could leave the leveret where it was, hoping that it would find its way back into cover and be retrieved by its mother before it was found by a predator or crushed by the wheels of a passing car. I could pick it up and tuck it into the long grass, with the risk – I thought – that its mother might not be able to find it since it could have been carried or chased some distance from its original hiding place, or that she might reject it.
As a child, I had loved lambing season and used to spend time on a nearby farm. I had seen the way a mother sheep, or ewe, could pick out her young from a field of lambs by its smell alone. Any other lamb that approached her, or tried to drink her milk, would be firmly pushed away. I remembered watching a farmer persuade a ewe whose own lamb had died, to suckle an orphan from another mother by wrapping it in the skinned pelt of her dead lamb. Only if the orphan smelled sufficiently like the lamb she had lost would the foster mother raise it. Transferring my alien scent onto the leveret by picking it up – even if just to move it by a few feet – might be to kill it with kindness.
It seemed impossible that the fragile animal at my feet could survive by itself in a landscape teeming with dangers, including foxes and the hawks I often saw hovering close to the ground before closing their wings and dropping like stones upon their prey. The leveret had no protection against these earth-dwelling or sky-borne killers. However, I knew that human interference could do more harm than good, so I decided that I had better let nature take its course. I would leave the leveret where I had found it, in the hope that it would hurry into the long grass as soon as I had gone, and be reunited with its mother. I counted the number of fence posts so I could remember the spot and went on my way.
When I returned, four hours later, I had almost forgotten the leveret. But there it was, on the open track, exactly as I had left it. It lay without a scrap of cover, with buzzards wheeling in the sky above, keening mournfully like lost souls. I hesitated, considering the several hours of daylight that still remained. It seemed odd that the mother hare had not come back to reclaim her young, as I thought she surely would have done. I weighed the possibility that the leveret had been injured by the dog, or that its mother had been killed. In either case, if it did not move from the track, the chances that it would be hit by a car or attacked and eaten increased the longer it lay in the open.
Acting on instinct, and still uncertain about the right course of action, I decided that I would take the leveret home until nightfall, when I would return it to where I had found it. To avoid touching it with my hands, I gathered several handfuls of the dead grass fringing the track. I crouched down on the ground, half expecting it to dart away. It did not flinch. I placed one hand on either side of the leveret’s body, and lifted it carefully to my chest, wrapped in the grass, before walking the few hundred metres to my back door.
Once home, I placed the leveret anxiously on a countertop so I could examine it for injuries, wrapping it loosely in a new yellow dust cloth to continue to avoid directly touching its fur. To my relief, I could find no sign of bleeding or a wound. It pushed itself up on trembling front paws, each barely half the length of my little finger and as slender as a pencil, and sat unsteadily on its hindquarters, blinking, its nostrils flaring as if it were taking in its strange surroundings. The leveret looked even smaller in the house than it had on the track, dwarfed by any object designed for human purposes. But it seemed unafraid and made no attempt to run away from me. Its mouth was a tiny sooty line, situated on the underside of its rounded little head and curved down at both corners as if the leveret were already slightly disappointed by life. Its ebony eyes had the faintly milky, purple sheen of many newborn creatures. Its whiskers were short and stiff, while its hind legs bent at a sharp angle, its rear paws almost half as long as its body.
I rang a local conservationist, formerly a gamekeeper, to explain what had happened and ask for advice. He quickly dispelled my notion that I could return the leveret to the field. He told me that even if it could somehow find its mother, she would reject it, since it would now smell of humans despite my precautions. Moreover, he said that in decades of working on the land, he had never heard of anyone successfully raising a leveret. ‘You have to accept that it will probably die of hunger, or shock,’ he said, speaking kindly but bluntly. ‘I’ve met people who have reared badgers and foxes, but hares cannot be domesticated.’
I felt embarrassed and worried. I had no intention of taming the hare, only of sheltering it, but it seemed that I had committed a bad error of judgement. I had taken a young animal from the wild – perhaps unnecessarily – without considering if and how I could care for it, and it would probably die as a result. My heart sank.
I grew up abroad with my parents, who worked overseas, and my three siblings. We returned to England during the holidays, to visit family, and my childhood summers were spent at our home in the countryside. My mother had an extraordinary way with animals, and I remember a succession of hedgehogs and baby jackdaws and even a greenfinch, rescued from the jaws of a crow, that she nursed back to health, to my delight. I loved those days, but as I finished school and later university, I set my face towards London and the world beyond.
The years that followed took me steadily away from the countryside. Life, and its beating heart, lay for me in the city, where I was drawn into the world of politics and foreign policy, working as a political adviser. I developed ideas and strategies for public figures, helped put their thoughts into words, and stood by them in the ‘war room’ in a crisis, working with a close team of equally committed people. Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, author of The Little Prince, wrote that ‘there is no comradeship except through unity on the same rope, climbing towards the same peak’, and he might as well have been describing the single-mindedness that animated me and my colleagues. We used to joke that in another time, during a coup or revolution, when everyone else had fled, we would be the last to go down, in a hail of bullets in the leader’s bunker.
If I had an addiction, it was to the adrenaline rush of responding to events and crises, and to travel, which I often had to do at a few hours’ notice. I avoided fixed plans that would remove the flexibility to take a bag and go, and what I missed of holidays and family occasions I believed I gained in novel, unrepeatable experiences and exposure to parts of the world I might otherwise never have seen: glimpses of Bamako, Baghdad, Kabul, Algiers, Damascus, Ulaanbaatar, Tallinn, Sarajevo and Siem Reap. Working on the weekends and over holidays became second nature. It would have been cruel to keep a pet at home under these circumstances, and I lacked the mindset for it. I worked on international crises involving people, and seldom considered animals. My time was spent in offices, meeting rooms and airports. I would not have called myself a practical person. The last animal I had cared for was a white mouse named Napoleon I’d had when I was eight years old, and that had ended badly when the family cat overturned and opened his cage one day while I was at school, with predictable consequences.
When the centrifugal forces of the pandemic flung me home to the countryside and pinned me there, relief and awareness of my good fortune warred inside me with a deep restlessness and anxiety about the future. I struggled with the change of pace. A friend and colleague came with me when we shut our office. She and I maintained the strict rhythm of our working days and planned incessantly our return to the city. A baby hare had no place in any of the scenarios we had discussed or that I had envisaged for myself. On a solitary walk a few days previously, I had sat down on a rock by a stream that was little more than a rivulet, my boots squelching in the mud, the lifeless trees above me scarcely bleaker than my own thoughts, and indulged in miserable feelings about my own life slowing down to a commensurate trickle. And now – improbably – I stood over a wild creature that I would have to find a way to feed and keep alive.
The leveret waited patiently, oblivious to my thoughts. My friend, observing the scene, put my doubts into words. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m not sure this is a good idea,’ she ventured. ‘What will you do with it when you go back to London? Wouldn’t it be better if you gave it to someone else – someone who actually knows about animals?’ I had been thinking the same thing, but as she spoke, I felt an inner stubbornness stirring. I will work it out.
I rang my sister, who has a small farm, and told her the story. How on earth should I go about feeding a wild, perhaps day-old leveret? She knew nothing about hares, she admitted, but thought the leveret would most probably need a milk substitute without lactose, such as the kind used to suckle kittens. She offered to buy it for me the next morning. For now, she would drop off some of the supplement they used to hand-rear lambs. She drove over, leaving me with an enormous, rather muddy and battered lidded bucket of powdered milk, along with a gallon of sterilising fluid.
Feigning confidence I did not feel, I prised off the lid and examined the mountain of fine yellow powder inside: enough, it seemed to me, to feed a whole flock of sheep. My first task was to calculate the proportions of milk and water appropriate for a being only a fraction of the size of the smallest of lambs, and for that I would need to weigh the leveret. It showed no fear when I lifted it up and placed it into the bowl of my kitchen scales. Wrapped in cloth the leveret weighed a hundred grams – less than an apple.
I mixed the powder and water and poured it into a small cosmetics bottle sealed with a pipette and stopper, which I had dismantled, washed repeatedly, sterilised and examined anxiously for any residue, conscious of its unsuitability. I stood the bottle in a mug of boiling water for a few moments, dripped a few drops onto my wrist to check its temperature, then picked up the leveret in its cloth and held it gingerly against my chest. Warm and soft and almost weightless, it fitted easily within the curve of my upturned hand. I could feel the outline of its paws through the fabric.
I turned the leveret up towards me slightly so that I could find the tiny opening of its mouth. I positioned the pipette and squeezed out a few drops of milk. It swallowed and blinked. Most of the liquid seemed to pool under its chin, running off its fur into the dust cloth. Had it taken a mouthful? I wasn’t sure. I repeated the process until the leveret shut its eyes and appeared to doze off on my palm.
Carrying the leveret down the corridor to the room I used as an office, I placed it down on the carpet so that I could sit at my desk and look up information about leverets. There seemed to be no end of advice available online about rabbits, but next to nothing about hares, other than general guides to the species. Left to its own devices, the leveret tottered around the floor. Each time it raised itself up from a horizontal position its back legs splayed out behind its body, and it fell onto its stomach. It reeled around its corner of the room, listing dramatically to one side and occasionally collapsing on its nose.
Fearing it was already sick, as I had been warned, I rang my sister in alarm to suggest that she should take over the care of the leveret. I had no confidence in my abilities and was upset by the possibility of being responsible for its death. Unlike me, my sister has lived much of her life in the countryside. An intensive care nurse, she is resilient by both training and temperament, and utterly unfazed by animals or humans. She can save the life of a motorbike crash victim or help a sheep that is having difficulty lambing with equal aplomb, and is our family’s first port of call in a medical emergency. I, on the other hand, am squeamish about blood and unsettled by illness and life’s other raw moments, preferring – or hoping – to keep such pain at a distance.
‘I’m not the right person to do this,’ I told her. ‘I don’t know what I’m doing. I’m going to kill it by accident.’ She replied by listing the animals already in her home – two cats, two sheepdogs, a puppy, some freshly hatched guinea fowl, several orphaned lambs and a pair of peacock chicks – and the cacophonous environment they created. Her house, she said, was entirely unsuitable as an environment for a baby hare. I fell silent. ‘You’ll do fine,’ she told me, before hanging up.
As dusk fell I ransacked every cupboard in the house to find a suitably large shoebox I could use as a temporary home for the leveret, and walked back down the track to gather some of the grasses from the field edge, thinking that it would make the most familiar bedding. The grass, which I had barely noticed previously, stood waist-high. Long-dried by the summer sun, its stems were bowed down by feathery seed heads, and slanted in the direction of the prevailing wind like a wave frozen in its descent. I cut an armful, dried it by the fire and used it to line the base and sides of the shoebox, before placing the leveret into the improvised hide. I left the box uncovered, save for a swathe of the long grass that I rested on top of it in lieu of a lid, and positioned it on the heated stone floor tiles at the back of the house. I bent down and watched the leveret for a few moments, looking for any sign that it might be hungry, thirsty, cold or afraid. It lay unmoving, its paws held out before it and its ears resting snugly on either side of its spine. Its dark eyes gave nothing away. Wishing fervently for it to survive, I turned off the light and went to bed.
As I climbed the stairs, I remembered a cockerel my family had kept when I was a child: Charlie, who was fierce, stubborn and sociable. When he fell ill, my parents ushered me and my brothers and sister away, so that we would not have to witness his end. I tiptoed along the passageway when no one was looking, impelled, as far as I can recall, by the feeling that I could help him. I was shocked by the sight of his thin, scaly legs wavering weakly, his eyes clouding over, and his beak opening and closing pathetically as he gasped for air and breathed his last. The proud and cantankerous bird I’d loved was gone, and I sensed a mystery beyond my child’s understanding. Now I feared that I would find the leveret’s limp, lifeless body the next morning, and questioned again my decision to pick it up. I wondered if its mother was out in the fields, heavy with milk, and went to sleep with a troubled heart.



  
‘They are all wild, the hare of the rough wet hollows, the hare of the clover hill and the hare of the cold mountain, wild like the cry of the peewit and the sad and lonely flight of the heron.’
—Ian Niall, The Poacher’s Handbook, 1950
I hurried downstairs in the early morning light, a twist of anxiety in my stomach, to find that the leveret had made a nest in the grass, scarcely larger than its body. It sat beside it, its diminutive ears pointing skywards, as if it were ready for the world.
My sister had procured a box of powdered kitten milk that morning, as promised, along with a fifty-millilitre bottle suitable, according to the packet, ‘for kittens, puppies, rabbits and hedgehogs’, with no mention, I couldn’t help but notice, of hares.
I washed my hands, sterilised the bottle, and prepared to feed the leveret a second time. I had put on the black t-shirt I’d been wearing the day before, which I hoped would smell familiar, and held the leveret loosely in the same dust cloth. My heart leapt as it consumed the equivalent of a teaspoon of milk. Contrary to expectations it was alive, and it was drinking. I sat still, captivated by the warm presence of the creature in my lap. The morning was as still and silent as the leveret nestled against my stomach.
My house is a low, stone barn, located in a natural dip in the land where three fields meet. The surrounding land, farmed by different families, is thickly sown with wheat and corn, save for a wood directly behind the barn. Apart from the wood and several lone oaks set into distant hedgerows, there are few trees to give shelter. The country is open, but not flat. It undulates, with gentle slopes, hidden folds, steep banks, concealed ditches and patches of waterlogged turf. The sky is low, the wind forceful. Water runs underground, surfacing with spouts and gurgles into narrow streams that wind through low-hanging stands of alder, willow and birch; urgent in winter, unhurried in summer.
To birds high above, the barn must barely be noticeable amid a patchwork quilt of dark woods and quiet fields and lanes. Built of rough grey stone, quarried locally or gathered from the surrounding fields, it is marked on eighteenth-century maps of the area, and may be older still. There is nothing grand about its construction or its purpose: it was created as a place to sort and inspect sheep, store hand-cut hay for winter feed, and shelter ailing lambs. To that end, it was constructed as a three-sided, roughly horseshoe-shaped low building, enclosed by an external wall to create a central sheepfold into which animals could be driven and penned.
I had bought this run-down building as a project that I could fall back on if I needed to, since my job was steeped in interest and excitement but also impermanence, vulnerable to swings in political fortune. It was a ruin when I took it over; choked with nettles and fallen beams and swept by the scouring winds that pour uninterruptedly down the valley, following the path gouged out by an ice-age glacier. To make the barn habitable, it was necessary to build up, insulate and point the tumbled-down walls, bring in fresh rafters and trusses, and tile the whole structure. The result, several years later, is a single-storey home, save for one flank of the house where hay used to be stored, now a small upstairs bedroom in the pitch of the roof, looking up the valley and facing the prevailing wind. When building was completed, I seldom visited for more than a few days at a time, because of the imperative to remain near my work in the city.
Outside the house, where the sheepfold used to be, is a small inner garden enclosed by the old wall. Both are then encircled by an area of rough, reclaimed field making up the main garden, separated from the surrounding land by a mixture of drystone wall and post and rabbit-proofed fencing, lined with a hedge to cut the wind.
Since the leveret had survived the night, I needed to find a more permanent home for it than by the back door. I moved it to a spare bedroom at the furthest end of the barn, where I thought it would be least disturbed. The room had a door opening onto the enclosed inner garden, which meant I would be able to let it out safely. I cut an opening in the side of the box, so the leveret could come and go as it wished.
By now, I had found a website devoted to the protection of hares that gave guidance about their care. In the wild, I learnt, a leveret is fed by its mother only once a day. I should feed it three times, to increase the chances of it ingesting sufficient milk, though this would not be straightforward. Leverets are born with the makings of a pair of curved incisors on each of the upper and lower jaws, at the very front of their mouth. The teeth meet in the middle, making an impenetrable barrier when the leveret’s jaws are closed. If it was frightened, the leveret would clamp its jaws shut and refuse to drink, even if it meant starving to death. I should therefore place the bottle at the corner of the leveret’s lower lip during feeding it, and do everything possible to avoid alarming it, since the most common cause of death in leverets in captivity is stress caused by noise and excessive handling. At the other extreme, I should guard against the leveret choking on milk, or swallowing too much liquid and developing inhalation pneumonia. After about eight weeks, when the leveret was weaned and adapted to solid food, I should release it back into nature. Until then, it would be essential that I keep it in surroundings that were as tranquil as possible, and only one person should touch it.
I listened to the landscape. It was quiet enough to hear the thrum of the wind over the ground, and the boom as it struck the wood. Quiet enough, during lulls in the wind, to hear the calls of individual birds. It was a sound-scape of sky and timber and earth, not the artificial echo and din of a human home, and I resolved to be far more conscious and careful from now on of every clattering pan, gushing tap or raised voice, and how they might sound to the leveret.
Most of the time, the leveret was utterly silent. But when it was just a few days old, it began to make a soft, barely audible chit-chit-chit noise around me and as it explored the room, as if it were very quietly clicking its teeth or jaws together. I hoped it was a sign that it was relaxed. At feeding time, I would scoop the leveret’s warm little body up out of its nest and coax the teat of the bottle into its mouth. To avoid startling it, I sang quietly the same soothing words each time I opened the door and walked towards it. As it fed, droplets of milk gathered under its chin and ran down its neck, so that my clothes were soon encrusted with it. Wrapped in the dust cloth, the leveret would close its eyes, its jaws working slowly, sometimes appearing to fall asleep mid-feed. It would nestle against my heart, in the palm of my hand, long after it had finished.
By the end of its first week, the leveret gradually started drinking more vigorously. Its tiny ivory-coloured paws would grip the bottle near my hand, or knead the air in a trembling, milky ecstasy, while its short ears vibrated behind its head and its velvety pad of a nose worked constantly, and its fan of whiskers tickled my hands and my face as I bent over it.
All this gave me the luxury of observing the leveret at close quarters. At first sight, its coat appeared to be deep brown in colour – the shade of wet earth – but each strand of its fur seemed to be marked in alternating shades of dark and light. This baffled me until I learnt that so-called agouti colouring – varying bands of pigmentation on an individual hair – is an essential feature of camouflage in hares and many other wild animals, evolved over thousands of years of natural selection. Animals that are less well camouflaged are likely the first to be eaten.
Every possible distinct outline on the leveret was broken up or disguised by contrasting colours. The pale fur that ringed its eyes was surrounded with a band of kohl-black hair. The hair on its throat was of the softest grey, like cool ashes, and was shorter and finer than on any other part of its body. Its muzzle was edged in ivory, its mouth round, a small ‘O’ of perpetual surprise, rimmed in fine soot-coloured hair. Its nostrils too were trimmed in darkest grey. The fur on its back was brindled and tussocky. Each ear, narrow at the root, broadened out into a wide oval before tapering into a slanted tip, sheathed in fur so black that it seemed to have been dipped in ink. Its paws were tipped in white, as if it had walked in paint.
Unlike a dog’s, the soles of the leveret’s paws were furry: soft and warm to the touch and always immaculate. One ancient Greek name for a hare translates as ‘shaggy foot’, which perfectly described the thick coat on the base of each of the leveret’s feet. Seen from behind as it moved, the leveret looked as if it were wearing a pair of pale, finely woven cashmere socks. When relaxed, its toes came together into a graceful point, but the leveret could fan them out at will in order to reach the fine fur between them with its teeth and tongue. There were four distinct digits, like fingers on a human hand and almost as long in proportion to the hare’s body size. They were longer than those of a cat’s paw, and as the leveret grew, the bones, joints and texture of each toe became increasingly pronounced.
When I put the leveret down after feeding, it would run around the room and climb over my legs, its stomach taut and bulging. I then saw that a hare’s tail is not the round fluffy cotton ball of a rabbit, but a long stub that it can flick from side to side, fold underneath its hindquarters when it sits or extend out behind it when it lies down. Coated above in shaggy grey hair, its underside was a brilliant white. While I let the leveret climb on me, I was careful not to hold it and stroke it, as one might a pet rabbit. While I cannot know this for a fact, since I did not try it, I sensed that it would not have liked being handled for anything other than the short period of contact necessary to bottle-feed it or, later on, to carry it back inside from the garden. As adorable as it was, I could not forget that it was a wild creature, born into a landscape of ice and snow and lashing winds. It was not an animal moulded by centuries of selective breeding in human hands, in the way that pet rabbits, dogs, horses or even chickens have been bred for their appearance, size, strength, temperament, or other qualities deemed desirable. I disliked the idea of it being held to be played with, against its own nature, simply because it was too small to offer much resistance. I tried to be gentle and unobtrusive and not impose myself on it or alarm it.
I worried too that if it became habituated to humans, it would not know that out in the fields it should fear us, with our dogs and guns. I imagined that its natural instincts might be dulled as a result of being separated from its environment, and that stroking it might denature it further. That said, I did borrow a small, antique hair-brush with soft, natural bristles, and used it every few days, immediately after feeding, to gently brush the tiny tuft or tassel of fur directly under the leveret’s chin that it seemed unable to reach with its tongue. It had gradually become clotted with dried milk, and I worried that the accumulation could be unhealthy.
After it had run around for a while, I would put the leveret back into its nest, where it would sit for hours without moving, with just the tip of its nose showing through the dried grass. I was amazed that tucking it into the box was all that was necessary for it to stay in position indefinitely. Even though the side was open, it never left; each time I would return and find it huddled motionless in the hay. I later understood that it was mirroring the behaviour of leverets in the wild, which do not leave their nests in daylight hours for the first weeks of their existence.
Perhaps to compensate for hours spent immobile in this way, and to loosen its joints and muscles, the leveret stretched itself carefully and comprehensively. It would walk its forepaws forward from a seated position, lengthening its body until its stomach was parallel to the floor and its back legs were fully extended, with only the very tips of its hind paws resting on the ground. It stretched its tail out straight out behind it, or angled it down towards the earth. For four or five seconds at a time the leveret’s body would be as straight as an arrow – with its ears held erect and alert – while it lengthened every muscle from its neck to its ankles. Just when I thought that it would lose its balance altogether, it would draw its back legs under its body, one at a time, and then run onwards normally.
Balancing unsteadily on its hind legs, the leveret would groom its head, ears, chest, flanks, tail and hindquarters, and between each of its sixteen toes in turn, wobbling throughout the process and sometimes falling over, but always persisting. As a result, it was strikingly clean and bore next to no scent, at least to human senses. As tidy as it was, I was uneasy about the prospect of it leaving urine and droppings in the house, so I took it outside after each feed, depositing it on the grass while keeping a wary eye out for hawks. I would sometimes feed it while having my mid-morning coffee. It was so sleepy that it would doze off while sitting up, huddled against the sole of my foot as I sat cross-legged on the floor of my office. Everything seemed to be going well. Little did I know that I was about to make my first serious mistake.
The hare protection website I’d found, which had given me such useful information about how to bottle-feed the leveret, recommended housing it in a cage prior to release for reasons of practicality. I did not like the idea, but felt I should follow the advice that had served me well so far. I ordered the components for a basic pen or run, which I painstakingly assembled.
The pen was long, and wide, open at the top, and had translucent plastic sides rather than bars. I covered the base with an old bed sheet ripped in half and old tea towels, and put the open-sided, hay-lined shoebox in the middle of it, with a water bowl, a salt block as a source of minerals, and a few sturdy branches for the leveret to gnaw, all as recommended. The branches were necessary because a hare’s teeth grow continuously throughout its life. A captive hare that cannot chew on bark or other suitable hard surfaces to keep its teeth at a manageable length is eventually unable to eat and liable to starve. I then placed the little leveret into the centre of this artificial home.
For the first few days, the leveret seemed untroubled. In the morning when I arrived, it would spring up into my hands as I bent over the side of the pen, in its enthusiasm to feed. However, as the next few days passed, I noticed increasingly large pools of urine on the sheet every morning, along with a scattering of minuscule droppings. This troubled me. The leveret had always kept its box of hay scrupulously fresh. An animal so meticulous in its habits, I thought, must be severely discomfited by spending the night amid such a mess, and it suggested to me that something was wrong. One morning, the urine was strangely red in colour, which was puzzling and alarming as there had been no change in the leveret’s diet.
Then and there, I decided to abandon the pen. I told myself that I would release the leveret in a few weeks anyway. At worst, I would need to replace the bedroom carpet – a sacrifice that already seemed worth it for the sake of this charming creature. But to keep it penned up for even a moment longer felt unbearable. I knocked down the sides of the pen, removed all evidence of it, and put the leveret’s box back on the floor, leaving open both the door into the rest of the house and the one leading into the garden. Its behaviour immediately changed. From that moment on, it never left droppings indoors.
Given freedom, the leveret soon shifted its base of operations, gravitating towards my end of the house, and spending its time in the sitting room and my office, which also opened out onto the inner garden. I would crack the door open, and leave the leveret to find its way around. Noticing that it avoided the slippery wooden floors, preferring instead to navigate by jumping between covered surfaces, I positioned cushions as stepping stones up the short flight of wooden steps into the office. The faint scuffle of its nails on the fabric became the signal that alerted me to its presence.
After a few days of determined forays followed by swift retreats, the leveret succeeded in climbing the staircase that rose up behind my desk and led to my bedroom. It took to sleeping under my bed during the day, directly above my desk as I worked. It would wrap itself in a fold of duvet or blanket trailing from the side of the bed and fall asleep, often reclined on its side, the entire length of its white stomach showing, its knees and ankles pressed together, just like a human’s would be in the same position.
Worried – in my ignorance – that the leveret was becoming inactive or excessively domesticated, I went upstairs at intervals, picked it up, carried it outside and deposited it on the grass in the inner garden, where it could ‘be a proper hare’ – as I told myself – within the safety of the sheepfold wall. The wind ruffled its coat, exposing a layer of fine pale grey fur underneath the darker surface, like down on a baby bird. As it nosed its way through the grass, its paws turned slightly inwards, giving it a bow-legged appearance that emphasised its youth. The fine guard hairs on its pelt caught the sunlight, blurring its outline into a golden halo. It flattened its ears in the wind and stayed close to me. I came to love these interludes in the working day, lounging on the stone steps with one eye on the leveret, watching the larks beat their way up to impossible heights with jerky motions of their powerful wings, spilling song over the land and me within it. The leveret would blink uncomplainingly, wash itself, and then go back inside to sleep once more.
Some days, the leveret would come halfway down the bedroom staircase during the afternoon and sit on one of its carpeted steps behind me, seemingly unperturbed by the sound of voices on long conference calls or the printer grinding into life and spitting out pages. Any accidental sneeze or unfamiliar noise – such as a bottle of fizzy water being opened, however gently – would cause it to bolt out of the house at lightning speed. Usually, however, it would wash its muzzle and ears carefully on the stairs, tuck its paws up underneath it and gently chit-chit its teeth as I worked. I spent much of the day on calls, and to some people I would mention the existence of the leveret. But I found that I downplayed my growing attachment to it. I had a sense that I’d be judged as unserious and overemotional, as if I had been swept away by a childish enthusiasm.
In truth, the animal soothed me. I took to slipping away from my desk just to look at it, amazed by its calmness and tranquil demeanour. I couldn’t help but compare its serenity and steadiness to the sense of frenetic activity that had pervaded my life for years, marked by constant vigilance, unpredictability and stress. The leveret seemed entirely at ease, as if it belonged on this patch of land, although not in a human home. I remembered, with new significance, that hares had romped through the abandoned, tumbledown building before its reconstruction. I had loved to see them but they were beautiful and remote, and would flee at the faintest sound or movement. One morning, I had found their tracks pressed into the fresh, drying concrete of the foundations of the kitchen, where they remained, overlaid by the layers of stone and other materials we require to create a watertight, comfortable dwelling, keeping out mice and other denizens of the land as well as the elements. Once again a leveret was living on this site. It was, in some sense, at home.
Every day at four o’clock in the afternoon it would rise and wander out into the garden. Thinking I ought to provide it with some shelter from the variable weather, I borrowed an old wooden hutch that had been used to house pheasant chicks. It had a sloping roof and a slatted front and could be set directly on the grass, like a simple lean-to. I washed it thoroughly and disinfected it, filled it with more of the dried grass from the field edge, and positioned it in a sheltered spot. After examining this new object, the leveret ignored it completely. It preferred to find its own cover, where it had an uninterrupted view of its surroundings, since, as I came to understand, a hare’s survival depends on it being able to spot danger from afar. Anything that blocks their view increases the chance of a predator sneaking up on them. An enclosed hutch – a dead end – makes no sense whatsoever from the point of view of a hare. It is far safer to hide in the open, and the leveret knew this instinctively.
At dusk, I would collect it from wherever it was in the garden and bring it inside to feed it in the kitchen. After eating, it would follow me into the sitting room, leaping up onto the windowsill above the sofa and lying on a cushion near my head. It would gaze out at the fields while I read until the natural light failed, its silent immobility broken only by bouts of careful grooming. When it grew too dark to see the page the leveret would remain in place while I went upstairs to sleep. In the morning, I would find it waiting for me on the edge of the sofa, facing the doorway through which I would appear. It did not take long for it to start visiting the bedroom at night, its feet pattering softly on the carpet for a few minutes before it stole away. I didn’t think anything of this at the time, but I would later realise that its behaviour was in direct contradiction to the hare’s solitary reputation. It wouldn’t curl up on my lap like a cat or other domesticated animal, but it seemed to like to keep me in sight. As a result, I found myself spending the day working with it beside me, or getting up from my desk to watch it in the garden, my routine no longer determined solely by own imperatives but by the moods and movements of a creature entirely unknown to me before, who fitted no model of animal behaviour I’d previously encountered.
The leveret grew at an astonishing rate, particularly its ears and paws, which appeared to expand more rapidly than the rest of its body, perhaps because of the role speed and hearing play in a hare’s safety. I later learned that by the time they are weaned, at roughly thirty days old, leverets are more than eight times as heavy as they are at birth, a rate of development far faster than that of humans, who only reach eight times their newborn weight at about nine years old. The hind foot of the leveret alone would grow to fifteen centimetres.
I no longer fed the leveret in the dust cloth, which it had outgrown. Instead of resting in the palm of my hand, it would climb into my lap to be fed, lying with its tail towards me and its stomach resting along my legs. I supported its front legs with one hand, and in the other held the bottle. A certain amount of milk still invariably trickled down its chin, and soaked into the leg of my trousers, but it never penetrated the thick nap of fur on its chest, which repelled the liquid like an oilskin. It still gripped the bottle with its paws as it drank, or held them in the air by my hand, quivering at high speed. It turned its head to one side to accommodate the teat. As a result, I spent feeding time studying the mysterious patterns on its fur, and gazing into the glowing orb of one eye, seeing myself and the window and sky behind me reflected in its shiny depths, while wondering what the leveret saw as it looked at me.
As the earth’s winter palette gave way to the lush green growth of spring, and the strengthening sun dried out the land, deepening shadow and creating sharper contrasts, the leveret’s colouring shifted. Its fur lost its dark chocolate hue, until its paws, flanks and chest were the colour of spilt cream, and only the fur on its back and ears still recalled its newborn pelt. A clear line of separation between the dark and light tones ran across its shoulders and face; its dark forehead giving way to a nose the colour of a rain cloud, and cheeks and muzzle of the softest fawn. The spray of fine whiskers around its mouth had grown too. Of varying lengths and thicknesses, they were white at the root but shaded to black, and pointed forwards in a perfect cone around its nose, with a separate, shorter fringe of sensors on its head, above its eyes.
The leveret’s eyes also began to change colour, from their original inky black. Hares, it seemed, weren’t born with the amber eyes they are known for. Over the course of a month, a pale outer ring developed around the black pupil, turning gradually into a striking, glowing iris. To add to the effect, each oval eyelid was now thickly rimmed with black fur, within a circle of pale hair. A hare’s eyes are positioned on the sides of its face and stand out from its body. Seen from head-on, the leveret’s ears and nose made a perfect V-shape, with a broad expanse of forehead covered with longer, thicker fur – almost like a crest – and its eyes perfect hemispheres, each iris and pupil fully visible. When the leveret really wanted to look at me, it would turn one eye towards me and look at me from side-on, but even when it was facing away from me, I knew it could see me. This gave the leveret a watchful, careful air, and also suggested that it felt comfortable with me. I was only able to share its space because it allowed me to.



  
‘The hare is born . . . to be all creatures’ prey’
—Pliny the Elder, Natural History, AD 77–79
Learning how to care for the leveret was a process of experimentation. It troubled me that I did not know exactly what it should be eating to prepare it for life in the wild, although I knew there must be clues in the land around me. Assuming that it ought to eat fresh greenery, I cut piles of grass for it from its earliest days, walking out with a cereal bowl and a pair of scissors, surveying the grass and pondering which clumps or shoots might most appeal to it. Each time I returned with my offering the leveret would plunge its nose into the cuttings, turning them over but declining to eat them. I’d been a member of the London Library for years, and I now scoured the stacks online for every book I could find on the subject of hares. Since the library was closed to readers because of lockdown, they obligingly parcelled up and sent me the books, which I read lying on the sofa in the evenings, with the leveret by my shoulder occasionally leaning down to nibble the edges of my pages.
I found in those books countless descriptions of how to hunt, kill or cook a hare, but not a word on how to raise them. I turned the pages quickly past endless colour reproductions of the still-life paintings featuring dead hares hanging upside down from hooks or slung across tables, their back legs tied with rope and blood pooling beneath their heads, which grace the walls of our galleries and museums. The meat of a single hare is sufficient to satisfy six to eight people, I read. The recipes, many of them ancient, included ‘hare in worts’ (meaning leaf vegetables); hare ‘with blood and bread’, seasoned with pepper and ale; hare with beer and chestnuts; hare with chocolate; hare stew; and lièvre à la royale – hare fit for a king. Reportedly first prepared for Louis XIV and described as one of the ‘jewels’ of French haute cuisine, the recipe requires that the animal is boned, stuffed with foie gras, truffles and the meat of its own legs, and served with a red wine sauce fortified with blood. To read these violent accounts in the leveret’s vicinity felt like a form of betrayal.
I eventually stumbled upon the poems of William Cowper, who in 1774 was suffering from ‘dejection of spirits’ after a romance that ended in separation. ‘Day and night,’ he wrote, ‘I was on the rack, lying down in horrors and rising in despair.’ His depression began to ease after he was given a three-month-old hare, Puss, by a neighbour’s children. He later acquired two more hares, Tiney (as he spelled it) and Bess. The three hares lived in Cowper’s home, sleeping inside in wooden hutches that he had built for them.
By his own account Cowper loved his hares, immortalising them in verse. In his poem ‘Epitaph on a Hare’, written in mourning after Tiney’s death, I finally came across what I was looking for:
His diet was of wheaten bread,
And milk, and oats, and straw,
Thistles, or lettuces instead,
With sand to scour his maw.
On twigs of hawthorn he regaled,
On pippins’ russet peel;
And, when his juicy salads failed,
Sliced carrot pleased him well.
At last, I had something to go on. Cowper’s poems about his hares led me to an essay he’d later written for a publication called The Gentleman’s Magazine, in which he described ‘the articles of diet that suit [hares] best’, including ‘sow-thistle, dent-de-lion [dandelion], and lettuce’, ‘green corn’, ‘straw of any kind’, ‘aromatic herbs’, ‘oats’, and a pan of bread cut into squares and mixed with ‘shreds of carrot’ and ‘the rind of apples’.
I tried nearly everything on Cowper’s list, with mixed success. The leveret ignored the brown bread, straw, lettuce, apple peel and hay. I searched the verges for sowthistle, or hare’s lettuce, which looks rather like a dandelion but which the leveret didn’t seem to appreciate. It appeared politely uninterested in carrot, whether whole or sliced or shredded. I offered it parsley, which it nibbled, and coriander, which it devoured. To start with, I’d cut sprigs for it from a coriander plant, but eventually I put the whole pot down in front of the leveret. It would thrust its nose in amongst the stalks, eating only the leaves and leaving behind a pincushion of neatly grazed stems, chittering its teeth sweetly all the while. When I picked it up to feed it milk after these episodes, it had a delicious lemony scent. Porridge oats were the final revelation. When I sprinkled a few oats in a bowl, it swallowed them with every appearance of satisfaction.
I doubt that Cowper imagined his poems might be used as a guide to raising a leveret nearly 250 years later, but his words were in many ways the most useful of any I found. Where I parted company with him is that he kept his hares in pens at night, and although they would be occasionally taken outdoors, they were inmates for the duration of their lives. I was determined not to keep this leveret locked inside. Any time the leveret stood in front of a door, I would open it, even if it meant interrupting meals and meetings and led me to spend a lot of time staring out of the window watching its movements. I never wanted it to feel trapped inside, nor barred from coming in.
From then on, I tried to please the leveret’s palate with small quantities of fruits and vegetables. For a while, it loved kale along with its coriander. As it grew and spent more time outdoors, it stopped eating both, while never losing its partiality to plain porridge oats.
The leveret was particular in its tastes. A ripe strawberry left out to tempt it was disregarded. But it loved an occasional raspberry. The sticky, squishy sound of a hare eating a raspberry has to be heard to be believed. Since hares don’t use their paws to help them eat, in the way that dogs or parrots grip their food at times to gain a better purchase, it would pick up the thimble-shaped cone in its mouth by one edge and slowly mash its jaws, drawing it in bead by bead while the raspberry bobbed up and down in front of its nose. There was something serious, almost ponderous, in the slow and methodical manner in which the leveret ate a berry.
It never gorged itself, eating sparingly for a few moments from the edge of a bowl, and always spending more time eating grass in the garden than feeding in the house. It adored clover and would bury itself in the deepest patches, until only the tips of its ears could be seen, foraging freely for the plants that it had spurned when I cut them, preferring to crop them fresh from the ground. The rough grass was rich in buttercups and dandelions, and the leveret amused me with its careful eating habits. Grass it would eat from the tip of the blade down to the stem, flowers the reverse. It would snip dandelions off at the root and gradually draw the stem into its mouth until the vivid yellow petals hovered at its muzzle, whereupon it would neatly sever the flower head and let it fall by its paws.
I tried to be scrupulous about germs, both those I might pass on to the leveret and those it might conceivably carry; washing my hands before and after I touched it, sterilising food bowls and surfaces every day, and mopping the wooden floors. Each morning, the leveret now followed at my heels into the kitchen, standing on its hind legs and resting its forepaws on my leg as I bent down to sit on the floor, whereupon it would climb into my lap and search for the bottle. It made no equivalent of a cat’s mewing or a dog’s bark to prompt me, but there was no mistaking its eagerness. If I overslept, it simply sat on the edge of the runner, waiting patiently for as long as was necessary for me to arrive. The chit-chit noise of its younger days was no longer a constant accompaniment as it explored the house. But it would often produce a strange musical call as it ran away from me after feeding. Louder than a puff, sharper than a sigh, softer than a grunt and more musical than a snort, the sound eluded description. It was like the faintest note the gentlest breath on a harmonica could produce: a short, sharp exhalation compressed over I did not know what, since I’d read that hares lack vocal cords. Each day brought new aspects of the growing leveret’s behaviour at which to marvel, and I found myself drawn, against all my previous interests and inclinations, into the desire to discover everything I could about it.
The leveret, I learnt, was a European brown hare – or Lepus europaeus – one of more than thirty species of hare in existence today. It is considered to be a descendant of the Lepus capensis or Cape hare, the oldest known species of hare, which is generally believed to have originated in the Middle East. Fossils of European brown hare bones have been found dating back to between 126,000 and 1.8 million years ago – to the Ice Age. As the ice retreated and humans spread across the European continent, opening it up for agriculture, hares expanded their range.
The brown hare population has declined substantially in Britain and some other parts of Europe since the turn of the twentieth century, with populations concentrated in isolated patches rather than being found nearly everywhere, as used to be the case. According to conservationists, Britain has lost over 80 per cent of its hare population in a hundred years. This helps to explain why many of my friends said they had never seen a hare, or heard of the word ‘leveret’ to describe their young.
The word itself is a diminutive of the French term for a hare, lièvre, and means ‘little hare’. This name, which might at first glance seem excessively literal, perhaps even prosaic, is in fact particularly apt, since each leveret is born a perfect replica of an adult hare, with a full coat of fur and its eyes open. Whereas baby rabbits are born blind, pink and hairless in a nest underground, leverets must fend for themselves from birth, living in the open. I now understood the leveret’s incessant need to clean and dry its fur. Cold winds and wet snow kill leverets. Once their fur is soaked through it loses its insulating properties, and if the weather dips below minus eight degrees Celsius, many brown hare leverets simply freeze to death. In heavy rain, they can drown.
Hares have adapted to survive in every conceivable landscape worldwide – from moors and marshes to desert, prairie and chaparral, and from mountain plateaus to Arctic tundra. The brown hare is far from the only species of hare in Europe, the other populations being in many cases rarer, such as the broom hare that lives high in Spain’s Cantabrian Mountains and is named after the plants which it forages and uses for shelter; the Corsican or Apennine hare, in mainland Italy and the islands of Sicily and Corsica; and the small, white-spotted Iberian hare of Spain and Portugal.
Some species have evolved to withstand extremes of heat and cold. Desert-dwelling hares can drink water nearly twice as saline as sea water. They are a third of the size of the brown hare and have a much lower metabolic rate, enabling them to lower their body temperature. They also use their ears to disperse body heat and provide a degree of shade for themselves. The Arctic hare can survive temperatures of minus thirty or forty degrees Celsius, and eats snow to obtain water. It changes the colour of its pelt from brown to white depending on the season, like its cousins the snowshoe hare and the exquisitely named Lepus timidus, or mountain hare, which lives amid the tundra and taiga of Russia, Siberia, Scotland and the Nordic nations. The lateral position of a hare’s eyes gives them a nearly 360-degree field of vision.
But for all this adaptability, hares are extremely vulnerable. For the first three to four weeks of their lives, they are unable to escape danger. They have no chance of outrunning an attacker. They can only attempt to escape detection by hiding, or freezing motionless. Man poses an even greater threat to hares, therefore, than either the elements or other animals. Since the first instinct of a hare, when confronted by danger, is to huddle down in place and hide, they are routinely crushed or cut to shreds by agricultural machinery. On average, only a quarter of all leverets reach adulthood, and sometimes, many fewer. One study of hares found, in a single breeding season, a 50 per cent mortality rate among leverets in their first twenty-eight days. It identified leveret mortality related to farming activity as the single greatest reason for the precipitous fall in the brown hare population.
For all these reasons, it is considered rare for a hare to live more than three or four years in the wild, and a hare’s lifespan is often no longer than a year, a fate it was painful to imagine for the leveret beside me. Since it weighed so little, it would have been one or two days old at most when I found it. If it survived, it would reach adult body size within eight months, would be considered a juvenile until the end of its first year of life, and would continue to gain body mass until it was four years old.
Hares, I learnt, are ‘crepuscular’ animals – creatures of the twilight. In other words, they are most active during dawn and dusk as well as the nocturnal hours, which help to mask them from predators. I realised that my former habit of disturbing the leveret and taking it into the garden was akin to someone waking me up in the middle of the night and suggesting that I take a walk outside.
By mid-April, when it was six weeks old, the leveret began to shed its coat rapidly. The moult began with a single coin-sized patch of missing fur on its back, causing the grey underfur to show through in a way that made it appear as if it were balding. For a period, it looked alarmingly moth-eaten. My brother said as much when he visited one day, bending down to greet the leveret on the steps in the garden, asking me if I was sure it was well? I sprang to its defence, but in actual fact, it did look rather dishevelled. Swathes of soft grey fur came away from its back, legs and finally its head, as it emerged from the chrysalis of its winter coat, leaving behind sleek brown fur with a reddish tinge – like a fox – particularly on its chest.
A tree I had planted in the garden had died in a drought the previous summer, and when I had dug it out, it left behind a deep bowl-like depression in the earth. The leveret soon discovered this and used it as a dust bath. It rolled on its back in the dry, earthy basin – only the tips of its paws visible above the ground – which seemed to aid the moulting process. Throughout the month that it took for the leveret to fully shed its pelt, I found weightless tufts of milky grey fur floating along the stone and wooden floors of the house.
The leveret changed before my eyes in other ways. Whereas previously its entire body could fit in the palm of my hand, now only its head could, and I needed both hands to pick it up. When its paws were tucked up underneath it, it still looked small – but when it stood up on its hind legs to lean against a window it was roughly forty centimetres long from the tip of its hind legs to its front feet, resting against the glass, lean and powerful.



  
‘I kept him for his humor’s sake,
For he would oft beguile
My heart of thoughts that made it ache,
And force me to a smile’
—William Cowper, ‘Epitaph on a Hare’, 1783
The leveret at ten weeks old had survived longer than anyone had expected, and suggestions for names for it came in thick and fast from friends and family. Comments like ‘It seems to be doing all right’ and ‘You’ve brought it this far’ were usually followed by ‘What are you going to call it?’ I tended to try to change the subject, to which I had developed a curious aversion.
I worried there might be something unusual about not wanting to name the leveret, given that everyone else seemed to find the suggestion perfectly normal, and even affectionate. But to name the hare was to proclaim it a pet, and that would, I felt, be to take something away from it. I’d already changed the course of its life. Now my responsibility was to prepare it for freedom. If I called it anything, it was ‘little one’ – which did not seem too far in spirit from ‘little lièvre’ – as I bent down to pick it up and feed it as gently and carefully as I could.
The assumption that the leveret was a pet was not unreasonable, given that rabbits have been kept by humans for thousands of years. Unlike rabbits, or dogs, hares have never been domesticated as a species, although one archaeological find has suggested the possible partial domestication of hares in neolithic China. I’d had a pet rabbit as a child and knew that the leveret differed fundamentally, but I could not yet explain the differences with any precision. If I’d thought of hares at all, it was as a larger version of rabbits, and I found I wasn’t alone. A friend from the Middle East told me that, in Arabic, the same word is used for both species. In North America, most hare species are called jackrabbits, while the red rock hare of southern Africa and the hispid hare of the Himalayan foothills are actually rabbits. The Belgian hare, the common pet, is a rabbit that has been bred to resemble a hare.
Rabbits and hares belong to the same ‘order’ of animals, Lagomorpha. They share certain characteristics, such as perforated latticework structures in their skulls designed to protect their brains against the jarring effects of jumping. But hares are generally twice the size of rabbits – in fact, the Greek name for rabbit translates into English as ‘half hare’. European hares can reach five kilograms in weight, compared to about two kilograms for the heaviest wild rabbit, and a hare’s body can be nearly twice as long. The differences between them extend far beyond size. They are, in fact, different species that never interbreed.
In appearance, a rabbit’s head is rounder than that of a hare, as are its ears, which are also shorter and lack a hare’s distinctive black tips. Its eyes are entirely black, with no amber iris, and are set lower down on its head. Rabbit fur is generally grey in colour, compared to the brown, tawny pelt of most lowland hares. Rabbits have stocky bodies and short legs and necks, and they move with a scuttle and a jump, their white tails showing all the while, unlike the hare, which has a rangy stride and carries its tail pointing downwards with only the black surface showing. Most species of rabbit live and raise their offspring within subterranean warrens they treat as nuclear bunkers, running into them at the first sign of danger. The exception is the American cottontail rabbit, which takes advantage of holes or crevices in the ground, or burrows dug by others. Hares have evolved to survive without the security of a burrow, merely scraping a shallow depression or ‘form’, to which they return continually. Rabbits, despite being the smaller of the two species, are aggressive towards hares and are known to drive them off territory.
Once you have seen the two species side by side it is impossible to mix them up. Hares, with their larger size, darker colouring and longer muzzles, are more reminiscent of dogs or small deer than they are of rabbits. But because hares are far less common, the differences are indistinct in many people’s minds, as they had been in mine. In popular culture, rabbits are often depicted with the attributes of a hare, with Bugs Bunny being a conspicuous example. Linguistic confusion plays some part as well. ‘Jackrabbit’ is supposedly a derivative of ‘jackass rabbit’, the name apparently bestowed upon hares in America by early European settlers. Mark Twain was at least partly responsible for popularising this unflattering designation. In his book Roughing It, he recounts a journey with his brother across the Nevada desert by stagecoach in 1861:
As the sun was going down, we saw the first specimen of an animal known familiarly over two thousand miles of mountain and desert – from Kansas clear to the Pacific Ocean – as the ‘jackass rabbit’. He is well named. He is just like any other rabbit, except that he is from one third to twice as large, has longer legs in proportion to his size, and has the most preposterous ears that ever were mounted on any creature but a jackass.
Twain and his fellow passengers amused themselves by firing their pistols at the creature, to watch it leap through the sage bush and ‘scatter miles behind [it] with an easy indifference that is enchanting’.
By now, the leveret too had discovered the springs in its legs and the strength in its stride. It would jink around the patch of lawn in the inner garden, a miniature bucking bronco, all four paws clear off the ground and pointing stiffly down like pogo sticks, shaking its head so that its ears twirled.
It would jump in the air from a standing start: springing up on its back legs, then stretching out at full length so that its head and haunches were higher than its stomach – its body concave – and its ears upright and exuberant. In mid-flight, it would invert the position, drawing its hind legs up around its ears with its forepaws pointed down to the earth, like a frog jumping, but seemingly hanging in the air. It would land, spin off in a different direction and repeat the leap again and again, demonstrating a remarkable ability to leap vertically into the air while running.
One day I unrolled a rug on the grass, with the intention of lounging on it and reading my book in the sun. By the time I returned with the book and a cushion, the hare had already laid claim to the carpet. It leapt and spun in circles upon it at high speed, staying within its borders; like a gymnast practising floor exercises.
The leveret would invite me to chase it, by coming close and jumping playfully. Then it would accelerate away from me, change direction mid-stride, and zoom back tantalisingly close before pulling away again, showing off its dazzling fleetness while I attempted to keep up, an ungainly figure trailing ridiculously in its wake. It would race in this way for minutes on end, effortlessly running circles around me. At a certain point it would abruptly stop and return nonchalantly to cropping the grass, barely out of breath, while I lay on the ground gasping, conscious of how slow and lumbering I was beside a creature that, while still small enough to carry in my arms, could run ten times faster than me.
The leveret, when fully grown, would be capable of running at between fifty and eighty kilometres per hour (thirty-five to fifty miles per hour), compared to the eight to nine kilometres an hour (about six miles per hour) managed by the average human, and nearly forty-four kilometres per hour (some twenty-seven miles per hour) for the fastest. The hare can move at thirty-seven of its own body lengths a second, more than the twenty-three body lengths per second achieved by a vigorous cheetah. This speed is necessary in order to elude the hunters of hares, of which there seem to be an endless supply: foxes, eagles, hawks and other birds of prey, crows, rooks and ravens, domestic cats and mustelids – a word which sent me reaching for a dictionary and which includes badgers, ferrets, stoats, weasels, martens, otters and wolverines.
A fully grown Lepus europaeus can jump distances two metres high and nearly three metres wide, and they have been known to swim a kilometre, or over half a mile, in open water, their power partially explained by the fact that a quarter of a hare’s body is made up of muscle. In fact, when adjusted for body mass, the back muscles of a hare are much larger than those of a dog or a horse. The average heart weight of a hare is 1 per cent of its body weight – compared to about half a per cent in a human – and, at rest, beats up to 140 times a minute, about twice as fast as yours or mine. This gives hares the power they need to outstrip predators, but can also make them vulnerable to overexertion. Hares, like other prey animals, can suffer capture myopathy – a form of fatal trauma in wild animals as a result of being caught and handled. They have been known to hurl themselves at cage bars and break their limbs or necks, dying in their desperate desire to escape unnatural confinement.
Judging that it now needed more freedom, I opened the wicket gate in the sheepfold wall to give it the full run of the garden. It seemed to love to be chased in this larger space: diving towards me, then darting away, then dashing back to repeat the process; sprinting, dodging, circling me endlessly in the sun and glinting grass, taunting me with its fleetness. It zoomed up and down the hedge line at a pace that was impossible to follow with eye or camera. When it accelerated, the ground around it seemed to blur in my gaze. The leveret always turned on the spot – it never loped around in a circle – and could do this at high velocity. During these games, I was careful not to press it too closely and risk frightening it. More often than not it would play alone, springing into the air and landing with its paws splayed, as if shocked and terrified, before galloping in sharp diagonal lines back and forth across the grass.
I felt remorse over the few short days that I had kept it in the pen. Everything I saw suggested to me that hares run for pleasure, and that to live a caged life would cause them intense suffering. They are built to run. In the fields beyond the garden, I now watched hares racing away, barely skimming the ground, realising only when they disappeared over the brow of the nearest hill that I had been holding my breath all the while.
It is the hare’s sad fate that its speed is also its downfall, since it makes it attractive to human hunters. From the mountains of Greece to the deserts of Egypt and the valleys of Britain, man has hunted hares since antiquity: on foot, on horseback, with falcons and hawks, with packs of hounds, beagles and bassets, with rifles and shotguns or cruel wire snares placed across their runs to trap and strangle them. In the past, hares provided a valuable source of meat, and hare bones and fur were once used to manufacture tools and make trimmings and linings for clothes and gloves.
In his short story ‘Little Warhorse’, Ernest Thompson Seton describes ‘rabbit drives’ in early twentieth-century America, during which beaters would be spread out every thirty or forty yards across a five-mile front, threshing the bushes with sticks to drive the hares before them and gradually close them into a pen. Seton writes that in one hunt, a ‘surging mass of over four thousand [hares] were ruthlessly given to slaughter’, while five hundred of the strongest specimens were taken alive to be kept in pens for the purposes of coursing – the setting of pairs of greyhounds against hares. Seton goes on to tell what he portrays as the story of one of the captured hares, the Little Warhorse of the story’s title, which survives being pitted against the hounds thirteen times – and has a star clipped in its ears to commemorate each narrow escape – before a kind soul takes pity on it and sets it free. Photos from hare hunts of the era show acres of ground carpeted in a solid mass of dead hares, and corpses strung about fences as trophies.
In Britain, coursing was designed to test the mettle of prized hunting dogs. The sport required a suitable quarry, and it was the hare’s misfortune to be the fastest mammal on the land. Coursing is now illegal, but it still thrives in secret. The hare is of no interest to the coursers, who are only concerned with the performance of their dogs, and the corpse of the hare is usually simply discarded. It is illegal to poach – or steal – hares from someone else’s land, but there is no law against landowners or farmers shooting them themselves, or inviting others to hunt them on their land.
Hundreds of thousands of hares are still shot each year in Britain for recreation, and millions in Europe as a whole, with customers often paying large sums for the pleasure. In Britain, inexplicably, hares are the only game species not protected by a closed hunting season, meaning they can be killed while pregnant or lactating. Shoots are commonly timed for the month of February, coinciding with the end of the pheasant season, when hares have already begun breeding – the mid-February birth of the leveret I found being one such example.
Paradoxically, given the historic bloodlust towards hares, many of the most thoughtful and moving accounts of hares that I found were written by hunters, who appeared mesmerised by the strength, subtlety and craftiness of the animal and its ability to escape the jaws of death, and its strength of heart, sometimes outrunning the hounds for eight or nine miles before succumbing. The Noble Art of Venery or Hunting, by George Gascoigne, published in 1575, includes not only detailed instructions on every possible means of hunting hares, but a poem written in the voice of a hare addressing his pursuer:
Are minds of men, become so voyde of sense,
That they can joye to hurte a harmelesse thing?
A sillie beast, whiche cannot make defence?
A wretche? A worme that can not bite, nor sting?
If that be so, I thanke my Maker than,
For makying me, a Beast and not a Man.
William Cowper too deplored the hunting of hares, writing that he had learnt ‘to hold the sportsman’s amusement in abhorrence’, since ‘he little knows what amiable creatures he persecutes, of what gratitude they are capable, how cheerful they are in their spirits, what enjoyment they have of life, and that impressed, as they seem, with a peculiar dread of man, it is only because man gives them peculiar cause for it.’
A recurring, unsettling detail of these accounts is that a trapped or dying hare will emit a shattering cry, like a hurt child. In his 1753 poem The Chase, extolling the joys of hunting, William Somervile described the end for a female hare run down by a pack of dogs:
How quick she turns! Their gaping jaws eludes,
And yet a moment lives; till round enclos’d
By all the greedy pack, with infant screams
She yields her breath, and there reluctant dies.
The nineteenth-century Russian writer A. A. Cherkassov wrote in his Notes of an East Siberian Hunter that ‘when a hare is injured or caught by a dog or human, it screams and its voice is very similar to the scream of a newborn human baby’, adding that ‘this is why many Siberians . . . say that it is a sin to eat hares’.
I thought at first that this description of a hare’s reaction to a mortal wound might have been a poetic embellishment, but I came across it repeatedly. In her poem ‘The Hare’, Mairi MacInnes describes standing in a line of beaters on a Saturday shoot before the Second World War. As they move over the rough ground she hears ‘a crackle of guns’, and then:
a scream like an arrow through the head.
Two minutes. Another scream, and a single shot.
We broke. Somebody cried. A man walked back.
‘A hare,’ he said. ‘She’ll scream like that.’
In the poem, Mairi recalls this episode while sheltering in a cellar from the air raids and destruction above, saying, ‘The pity of it, the horror! What had we been thinking of?’ – drawing a parallel between the blameless hare and the victims of a senseless war.
A scientific guide to European mammals confirms the noise made by a wounded hare, and adds that the painful sound is known as a ‘plaintive’. It was hard to imagine the soft, young creature next to me being capable of such a cry, and I hoped never to hear the sound as the days lengthened and summer drew upon us.



  
‘The March Hare will be much the most interesting, and perhaps as this is May it won’t be raving mad – at least not so mad as it was in March.’
—Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, 1865
The woods overflowed with bluebells and the distant fields were studded with the new lambs like specks of cloud, and each day the leveret enchanted me with its even, gentle temper and unwavering sweetness of character. Its blunt nails – charcoal grey like shiny pencil leads – never scratched me. It never once fought me, or ran away from me, or kicked or bit me – as I read had happened to others who tried to keep hares; one author described needing to wear thick gloves to handle leverets. It endured all my clumsy efforts to work out the best way of feeding and caring for it. Every day brought fresh examples of its endearing behaviour, as well as its immaculateness and the utter regularity of its habits.
It loved to creep into tight spaces, under chairs and between cushions. It would squeeze into the gap behind the office door if it was propped open and happily wash its face in a space barely wide enough to turn around in. It would sit under my chair as I worked at my desk, tucked between the prongs and the wheels. As I glanced down, I would encounter its gaze, the dust-coloured circle of its mouth turned up towards me. If I sat in the garden with my legs stretched out in front of me, the leveret would lie on my ankles, facing away from me, surveying the garden and appearing to enjoy the slight elevation. On colder days, it would push its nose under my coat and work its way around behind my back, emerging on the other side. It would often tuck its muzzle into the space between my arm and my body, possibly liking the darkness and the relative constriction, or simply the warmth.
It loved to sunbathe and would pick a place against the wall where it could bask in the full sun, only retreating to a shady spot when the heat grew too intense. It disliked bumblebees and wet stone and would avoid pools of standing water. Crossing an area of grass, it would fastidiously shake the moisture off its paws at regular intervals. ‘When a hare ariseth out of her form to go to her pasture or return again to her seat,’ Edward of Norwich observed in his 1406 treatise on hunting, ‘she will not suffer any twig or grass to touch her’, and the leveret could weave its way across the garden seemingly without bending a blade.
It developed a fascination with seams – such as the one on the side of my trouser leg – and would nibble its way down, like a crimping iron, its teeth never biting but its grip firm, leaving a raised ridge as if the cloth had been ironed. It would do this with the edges of pillowcases, duvets, the trimming on a cushion, the end of a shoelace, the tassel on a rug. Dangling objects would receive the same attention – not in play, like a cat, but chewed with a quiet purposefulness. Likewise papers on the ground. I grew to love the gnawed edges, the leveret leaving its mark.
Twice a day, at dawn and at dusk, it would appear in my bedroom, leap up onto the bed and race from corner to corner, rapping its forepaws on the duvet at high speed, breaking off at intervals to spin in the air. It would land facing in a different direction and immediately resume the soft clattering of its paws, producing a loud rattling, rolling scuffle. After a few minutes of this, the leveret would stop suddenly, spring to the top of the staircase and bolt away down the stairs, a far cry from the wobbly, unsteady gait of its week-old self.
The nature of its drumming varied. At times it was slow and careful, like when it was scrabbling at small stones or scraping a shallow hollow in the ground in which to shelter. But most often it was sustained, enthusiastic, and accompanied by vertical, whirling leaps. It would stop on its way up the steps and drum on the middle of the three cushions that remained there to ease its passage. It would disappear behind any hanging fold of cloth and rattle it with its paws. Any surface it seemed to find intriguing it would use in this way, from the lid of a cardboard box on the floor to my papers spread around the office. I have no way of being sure, but I had the impression that it chose between taut, soft or silky surfaces because it liked the variation in texture and sounds produced. It could I suppose have been signalling something to me, but if so, its paws spoke a language I could not follow. I’d read that, in the wild, hares are sometimes believed to communicate by drumming with their hind legs, but this was something different. Perhaps it was a way of developing the strength and fleetness of foot that would enable it, later in life, to box with other hares. During a heavy downpour, while I was working, the leveret ran upstairs and pattered out a staccato rhythm on a shirt that I had left on the floor while the rain beat against the windows and roof.
The leveret now spent most of the day in the garden, blending imperceptibly into the hedgerow or the long grass. In the evening it would run up to me as I lay on the early summer grass, allowing itself to be lifted up and brought into the house. Its coat was a many-hued wonder: a tapestry of tawny red, ginger, coffee and caramel tones – all shifting in the light. The white mark on its forehead had faded, replaced by a darker ridge of hair, perhaps signalling the end of a stage of adolescence, although I could find no information on this. I consulted a scientific study of hares’ fur hoping to find the answer, and realised that it was largely based on the examination of hare skins in museum collections. In most cases, the author wrote, the head of the animal was bloodstained or missing as a result of having being shot – destroying, I imagined, any evidence of telltale patterning it too might have carried.
There was no consensus about what the white mark on the forehead of a leveret meant – some theories were that it signified the creature was male, or that it came from a litter of a pair of leverets or more. I did learn that the bristles on a hare’s forehead are tactile, and are part of their system of sensors – along with their whiskers, which, rather than being simply hairs, as I had thought of them, were actually organs known as ‘vibrissae’, set in pits surrounded by nerve endings, and would each grow to up to eleven centimetres in length.
The leveret had an uncanny ability to disappear and reappear and to cover ground noiselessly. I would come into a room, scan it, decide that the leveret was not there and then realise with a jolt that it had simply merged into the pattern on the carpet and was in fact lying with its paws spread slightly and its muscles half-tensed, ready for a quick getaway in case I was about to step on it. To pick out its shape against a patterned background, or in low light, sometimes required a conscious effort to refocus my gaze, which otherwise travelled right through or over it. I would often lose track of the leveret’s movements. On several occasions I panicked, thinking that I had ‘lost’ it in the garden, only to find it upstairs, it having slipped past me without my noticing it.
This was no accident. Hares, I learnt, engage in ‘cryptic behaviour’, an ecological strategy to avoid predators by means of disguise and camouflage. It has been suggested that the word ‘camouflage’ comes from the French camouflet, referring to an ancient type of smoke-producing military mine used to disorient an enemy, an apt metaphor for the purpose of the leveret’s intriguing colouring. Its stomach – the part of its body closest to the ground – was white, while its back was brown. This ‘counter-shading’, designed to confuse the eye of a predator and buy the hare time to flee if necessary, is a tactic used by sharks for the opposite purpose: to conceal their approach from a victim until it is too late. It distorts the shadow, rendering dark the part of the body that would normally be illuminated by the sun, and vice versa.
As the months of lockdown continued, I delved deeper into my reading. The simplicity and regularity of the leveret’s habits increasingly came to seem at odds with the ambivalent picture of hares that emerges from literature, folklore and mythology, each of which brims with examples of the supposedly flighty, rash, erratic and spooky behaviour of hares, ranging from the arrogant and easily distracted hare, outwitted by a tortoise, in Aesop’s Fables to country tales that said that if a hare ran through your garden, your house would burn down. If a pregnant woman saw a hare, so the folklore went, she should immediately tear a piece of her clothing or her child would be born with a ‘hare-lip’. The thirteenth-century Middle English poem ‘The Names of the Hare’ recounts seventy-seven names to be used as an incantation to ward off ill-luck if you should encounter a hare, ‘the-scare-the-man, the faith breaker’ whose ‘chief name is scoundrel’:
the creature living in the corn,
the creature bearing all men’s scorn,
the creature no one dares to name.
It was widely believed that witches ran abroad disguised as hares or used them as their familiars. A Scottish woman, Isobel Gowdie, who was prosecuted as a witch in the second half of the seventeenth century, was said to have revealed during her interrogation the words she recited three times in order to transform herself immediately into a hare:
I shall go into a hare,
With sorrow, and sych, and meickle care;
I shall go in the Devil’s name,
Ay while I come home again.
This incantation was accompanied by another to turn her back into ‘a woman’s likeness’. It occurred to me that not so very long ago, living with a hare under my roof in the countryside would have been enough to bring the witch-hunters – known in Scotland as ‘prickers’ for their practice of sticking a needle into suspected witches in search of ‘the devil’s mark’ – to my door, urged on perhaps by a jealous neighbour, or a mother whose milk had soured or child had ailed after I’d innocently passed by.
For every supposed attribute of the hare, one can also find the opposite. Robert Burton, author of the seventeenth-century Anatomy of Melancholy, held that eating the flesh of hares – ‘a black meat . . . hard of digestion’ – would cause nightmares, but in Roman literature they were often associated with love, lust and beauty.
I came across countless references to taboos against eating the meat of hares, going back to the Old Testament, in which the hare is deemed ‘unclean’ for its habit of eating its droppings, known as ‘refection’, which struck me as a little unfair, since both rabbits and hares have to reabsorb their first, soft green pellets in order to extract fully the nourishment within the grass, which is extremely hard to digest because of its high cellulose content. Both species suffer malnutrition and can even die if prevented from reingesting these nutrient-rich droppings, in a manner not too dissimilar from a cow chewing the cud.
On the other hand, the hare is also associated with the divine. In Julius Caesar’s account of the Gallic Wars, he wrote that native Britons refused to eat the hare because it was sacred to them. Images of hare-headed deities adorn the walls of ancient Egyptian burial chambers. In Buddhism, there is a story about a hare sacrificing itself into fire for others. According to some indigenous oral traditions in the US and Canada, Michabo, the Great Hare, was integral to the creation of the earth and its people. In early medicine and superstition alike, a hare’s foot would bring the owner luck, or serve as a cure for rheumatism, while its blood would cure itching or ringworm, a particular bone in its hind leg could ease colic and cramp, and its skin – in burnt, powdered form – was believed to stem bleeding. Those regarding the hare as an object of scientific study were not immune to its mystical or demoniacal associations. The seventeenth-century physician and scientist Sir Thomas Browne wrote that ‘if an Hare crosse the high way, there are few above threescore years that are not perplexed thereat’, describing it as an ‘Augurial terror’.
Even the very gender of a hare appears to have been a mystifying subject, full of conjecture and fancy since ancient times. Pliny the Elder’s theory was that hares were hermaphroditic. Claudius Aelianus, or Aelian, suggested that ‘the male hare does in fact give birth and produce offspring and endure the birth-pangs and partake of both sexes’, while Edward of Norwich asserted that ‘the hare is at one time male and another time female’, a cycle that Browne described, with the prejudices of his day, as a movement ‘from female unto male’ or ‘from imperfection to perfection’. This belief might partly be explained by the fact that there is no sexual dimorphism in hares: there is no reliably detectable difference in size and appearance between male and female hares, unlike humans, baboons, lions or peacocks, or even the deer and pheasants of the English landscape. But many other species share the characteristic, so it does not account for why hares in particular have this reputation.
Among my friends, there was keen enthusiasm to determine whether the leveret was male or female, with confident bets being placed on either side of the debate. I too wished to know, but I was uncomfortable at the thought of exposing the leveret to the indignity of an examination. I could not bear the prospect of frightening it in the process, and if even hunters and scientists had mistaken pregnant female hares for males, I would no doubt struggle to settle the matter conclusively. Some studies maintain that the female hare is generally larger than the male, but others take the opposite view, and in any case, I had no other hare to which to compare it. I had glimpsed a nipple on its lower body, making me wonder if it might be female.
In a further twist, one of the wildest theories about hares turned out to be true. More than 2,000 years ago, Herodotus described how the hare ‘alone of all creatures . . . conceives in pregnancy’, so that while some of a hare’s young ‘are still forming in the womb others are already being chased and killed’. Aristotle, in his History of Animals, suggested that hares ‘breed and bear at all seasons . . . They do not give birth to their young ones all together at one time, but bring them forth at intervals over as many days as the circumstances of each case may require.’ What both authors were recording is a process known as ‘superfetation’, by which hares are capable of carrying two litters of leverets simultaneously. This only added to the hare’s mystique and reputation for fertility, and is, furthermore, another unusual attribute not found in rabbits. Hunters are assumed to have been the first to detect superfetation in hares, and it seems possible that this characteristic has contributed to the hare’s reputation for promiscuity. ‘Hares are very lustful, especially females,’ wrote A. A. Cherkassov in his nineteenth-century account of hunting in Siberia.
From the idea of the hare as a shapeshifter with no fixed gender and unbridled lust and fertility, it is a short step to associating it with fickleness and perfidy – as in the words of the author of one medieval bestiary, or book of beasts, who wrote of the hare: ‘To this animal inconstant people are likened, who being dissolute, as they are neither man nor woman, that is, neither faithful nor treacherous nor cold nor hot, are without doubt those of whom Solomon said: a doubleminded man, unstable in all his ways.’
The mythology and lore around hares was puzzling to me since it appeared to divide into extremes, with the hare a signifier of virtue, renewal and self-sacrifice on the one hand, and a witches’ familiar and harbinger of death, revenge or misfortune on the other. How, I wondered, could the same creature be both sacred and profane, chaste and promiscuous, lucky and unlucky; an emblem of self-sacrifice but also a witch in animal form; the embodiment of madness and foolishness but also wisdom? Rabbits are prolific breeders, but they are not associated with witchcraft or imbued with the suggestion of supernatural powers.
From my own observations of the leveret, I could think of many reasons why hares might have acquired such negative connotations. They are most active at night, and many other nocturnal creatures – like cats – have been traditionally associated with the dark arts of witchcraft. They can stand on their hind legs and leap vertically in the air, both of which might, from afar, look like the hare was walking. Their silence, watchfulness and acute hearing, combined with their uncanny speed and ability to elude hunters, give them an air of the supernatural. They are quiet but cry out when killed, which brings to mind folk tales about the mandrake root, supposedly inhabited by spirits that shriek if the plant is uprooted. They are wild, but often live in arable land in proximity to humans, making them both familiar and mysterious. They are long-limbed and beautiful, elegant and languorous – in short, they have some ‘feminine’ traits, and therefore it is perhaps unsurprising that they are tarred with the some of the same stereotypes that have clung to women across cultures and ages.
Maybe the hare’s dubious reputation, I thought, has less to do with the hare itself than our habit as humans of persecuting the things that we do not understand, and our own conflicted natures. The word ‘hare’ comes from the Old English word for the colour grey – appropriate, perhaps, for an animal that still eludes definition. To me, the young leveret seemed still too small a creature to bear the weight of so much history, superstition and expectation, and I resolved to take it as I found it.



  
‘A Hare which is bred and wonted to a certain place . . . will all the day long hold the same ways, and cast about the same coasts, and pass through the same muses’
—The Noble Art of Venery or Hunting, George Gascoigne, 1575
I had so far done little to create a garden around my home, and the time I spent watching the hare outdoors made me see the space in a new light. It was sparse, dotted with a few young fruit trees. In my spare moments, I now threw myself into gardening, creating a large semicircular flower bed that curved around one end of the house and planting it up in a rather haphazard way, with a mix of evergreen bushes, roses, flowers and creeping ground plants, chosen largely at random. Visiting the garden centre rapidly reduced me to a state of exhaustion, confronted as I was by the bewildering variety of plants and their precise requirements in terms of sun, decent soil and shelter, all of which were in short supply in my windswept spot with its damp, clay soil. But I persisted, and the bare unpromising bed grew into a tangled undisciplined mass of colour. I was proud of it, despite its imperfections. It would win no prizes, but it was mine.
I was therefore mildly put out to notice one summer morning that the leveret had nibbled at the underside of a young evergreen plant, which was little more than a foot high, trimming back its branches to create a partial green canopy above, and scraping out the soil below to form a slight hollow in which it lay and soaked up the low morning sun, in full view of my office window. If I’d reflected on this, I might have taken satisfaction in the fact that I had unknowingly created an agreeable resting place for the leveret, and that – as it would do in the wild – it was finding shelter and safety where it could in the landscape around it. Instead, I reacted with a sense of proprietorship, thinking only of the investment of money and time, and the risk that the leveret would kill ‘my tree’. I bustled out later in the day with gardening gloves, bamboo canes and a roll of chicken wire, and fashioned a lopsided fence around the plant in the middle of the flower bed, metaphorically dusting off my hands when it was completed, secure in a problem solved.
The next day, I found the leveret sleeping inside my impromptu fence, its rump against the slim trunk of the bush and its nose pressed up against the encircling barrier, having found a way of easing through the seam in the wire. My clumsy efforts to block its access to the plant either had not deterred it or had created an even more comforting sense of shelter. It snoozed under the meagre canopy, its eyelids closed against the sun. From that moment on the matter was settled, and I never again attempted to interfere with its choices. The leveret’s body kept the earth beneath the bush as tidy as if swept by a brush. It teased out weeds and small stones with its teeth. And, contrary to expectation, the plant did not die, but grew slowly, maintaining the shape hollowed out by the leveret in those early days.
The leveret slept in this cramped form throughout the summer, unless the wind changed direction from the northeast to the southwest, when it would move to rest in a hollow between the lean fruit trees, leaving behind a long, slim impression of flattened blades and stalks, but not a single dropping. Each form was lightly scraped out or pressed down by the subtle movements of its body, and remained immaculate – unlike the ground around rabbit warrens, which is always thick with droppings. I wondered if that might be the secret to the leveret’s cleanliness in the house, which it seemed to regard as an extended form and avoided dirtying for the same reason. It rotated between its favoured spots with such regularity that it became possible to predict almost exactly where it would be in the garden at any given time.
The conservationist I had spoken to once told me about a trick previously used to shoot foxes. Gamekeepers would tie a dead rabbit to a length of pipe fitted with a clock. In the process of stealing the rabbit the fox would dislodge the battery, freezing the dial. The gamekeeper would then know exactly what time the fox would return the next day. It had never occurred to me that wild animals could be so predictable in their habits. Seeing a flutter of wings, I would note in passing that there was ‘a bird’ in the garden. I hadn’t thought that it might be the same bird, coming at the same time, to do the same things, day after day, and I felt a greater sense of connection to the wildlife around me. I wondered how much of the nature of animals is obscured from us simply because of the limitations of our senses and powers of observation.
Although the leveret was noiseless, its movements were highly expressive. The position of its ears changed according to the weather and to its environment. On a windy day, or when sleeping or hiding, it would rest its ears flat against its back. When peaceful, such as lying on its cushion in the house, its ears would spread open over its shoulders. When something caught its attention, it cocked one or both ears forward in the direction of interest, the black flashes on them conveying alarm or heightened readiness. As it ate, its ears would swivel across different angles, monitoring sounds as its jaws moved continuously. When lying flat on its stomach in the sun, it would often hold them upright as if to compensate for its lowered defences. As the light shone through the firm but tender flesh, a web of three main veins could be clearly seen running down the length of each ear, joined by a filigree of finer capillaries. Even with its eyes closed, the leveret was visibly alert, relying on its powers of smell and hearing to warn it of danger.
The leveret favoured clear lines of sight, elevated positions, and a physical object at its rear, whether to break up its outline or to protect it. Before resting, it would back up against whatever firm surface was behind it – a wall in the house, or a tree trunk in the garden – rapidly pedal its front paws in the air to shake real or imaginary dirt from them, then lift its body up to tuck its front paws under its stomach, where they were completely hidden. With only the tips of its long hindlegs visible under the fringe of fur on its chest, it was the size and shape of a small loaf of brown bread. It took to sleeping across the doorway of the office in this manner, within metres of my desk, keeping me company as I worked. As the hours passed it would gradually stretch out as it slumbered more deeply. When most at rest, it would lie on its front with head outstretched and its throat resting on crossed front paws, its jaws moving gently as if ruminating. At times, it would turn fully on its side, its hind legs extended behind it, the furry soles showing, along with the dark stripe of its tail, which by now had turned from sooty grey to a deep inky black.
I was amused the first time I saw the leveret yawn, which it would do repeatedly throughout the day – either lying down, or sitting up on its back legs – its mouth wide open, its bright pink tongue sticking far out beyond its teeth, and its eyes closing with the effort or surrender of the moment. It is said that hares do not relax, and seldom close their eyes, but I now knew that when they feel safe, they will sprawl like the most contented of animals.
After resting for a while, it would stand and arch its body as if pulled up by a cord from the centre of its back, balancing on the tips of its toes, its spine curved tautly like a bow fully drawn. Or it would sit back on its haunches with its forepaws resting on the ground and push one long back leg out in front of it, in between its paws, as if stretching out its hamstring, while also bending its head down towards the floor, its supple neck flexing. As it grew, it could sit on its haunches, with its front and rear paws forming a perfect triangle – the tips of the back paws reaching all the way to its fore ankles, its head held up, its ears erect and tilted backwards.
On wet days it would take time for the leveret to lick itself dry before it could lounge. Arriving in the house after a rain shower, it would spin on its back legs and leap away, flicking drops of water from its paws. If it was really soaking wet, it would balance on its back feet and spin to left and right, around 180 degrees, so fast it was reduced to a blur, spraying muddy water across the room to spatter on the pale walls, which were soon uniformly pocked with dark flecks to the height of a standing hare.
It would lick clean each slender forepaw – the tawny sole, the fine hair on the upper surface and the pointed tip – teasing out any matted patches with its teeth. Then it would scrub its velvety forehead, nose and muzzle, both paws working in unison, passing at least five times over the fur, very like a cat washing its face. This done, it would cup its paws in front of its mouth and lick them again, before reaching up and rubbing the fur the wrong way from the root of its ears to the tip of its nose, its eyes shut, wetting each paw anew, before repeating the gesture.
It would then attend to its ears, pulling each one down firmly with a forepaw, one at a time, to trap and press it to its mouth, so it could clean inside the ear with its tongue. When the ear was released, it did not automatically spring upright, but would dangle down until the leveret chose to flick it skywards again. It would balance on its back legs to lick its shoulder fur vigorously as far as it could reach down towards its flanks and tail – its ears laid down against its body to reduce its silhouette – before washing its shoulders and hindquarters with the same sweeping motion of its head. It would then drop to all fours and use a hind paw to scratch vigorously inside each ear – half closing each eye protectively as its claws came perilously close – before sitting back on its haunches, spreading the furry toes on its back paws like a catcher’s mitt, and cleaning between them. When the toes were fully splayed, the arch created on the sole of the paw was so broad that the whole of the leveret’s wide muzzle fit snugly into it.
The care the leveret devoted to this ritual underscored the importance of a hare’s ears, eyes and limbs, and the need to avoid disease and to keep itself in perfect readiness to outrun predators. With its cleanliness, independence and nocturnal nature, the hare might be thought to resemble a cat. But one is wild, the other has been tamed for thousands of years, if not fully domesticated. And a cat is a predator, while a hare is prey. They live at opposite ends of the food chain.
A cat carries the confidence of its claws and revels in the security of its place in human affections. Cats generally do not have to worry about ending up on human dinner tables, unlike the hare, which has had the ancient fear of the prey animal stamped in its bones since time immemorial. Cats need only fear larger predators. Even wildcat kittens are born with their eyes shut, safe in the warmth of their mother’s physical protection, whereas little leverets are forced to depend on their own wits, born open-eyed into a world of danger.
Domestic cats have been selectively bred to suit human tastes: to be cute, or blue-eyed, or shaggy-furred, or suitable for people with allergies, or amendable to a life lived entirely indoors. A hare still wears the coat nature designed for it. The leveret also appeared to take its cleanliness one step further than any cat I have known – since no litter tray was ever needed to prevent it from leaving droppings in the house.
Cats set aside their independence when it suits them, wrapping themselves around human ankles, sleeping on human beds, allowing themselves to be petted and carried. A hare will not arch its back to be stroked or climb into your lap to sleep. It does not purr, or lash its tail, or hiss or yowl. The noises it makes are so quiet that only in its immediate vicinity can you catch the faintest whisper of its rare, breathy call.
The young hare’s greater independence was, to me, all the more intriguing. There was no apt description for its behaviour. It was not tame but made certain exceptions where I was concerned. The fact that the leveret appeared to feel safe with me seemed a tacit approval from the wildest of the wild. It made me feel accepted in my environment, akin to living in a state of peace with nature.
As time went by, I went to increasing lengths not to disturb it as it slept in the house. It would not have been the end of the world to startle it, but the sight of a hare asleep at the foot of the stairs was so captivating and improbable that it seemed no trouble to accommodate it. If I overslept in the morning, by the time I came downstairs I would have to tiptoe past the leveret lying across the doorway. I often made a complicated detour around the house to avoid it – usually, inevitably, when I was already late for a call or an errand, taking my clothes downstairs so I could shower and dress before it took up its position on the step, and using the garden to go from my office to the kitchen – even in the pouring rain – rather than risk dislodging it. I discovered that far from resenting these inconveniences, I loved having a reason to change my habits.
The leveret’s preoccupations influenced me in other, more subtle ways. As its gaze travelled further, so did mine, drawing my mind, and increasingly my feet, outdoors. Now nearly four months old, it began to take a visible interest in other life in the garden, and in the world beyond. I noticed it watching and apparently greeting hares on the other side of the fence. Each would stand on its hind legs, their front paws meeting through the wire netting. They would sniff the air, their noses close together for an instant before one would spring away. The leveret would range up and down, before returning inside to lie across the office doorway.
It appeared older and more wild now, yet at the same time was even more responsive than before to my voice and call, and seemingly comfortable in my presence. It started to follow pheasants around the garden – shyly at first, but then with an element of enjoyment, which made me worry whether it was missing animal company. One summer afternoon I found it asleep in a hollow it had made for itself in the long grass beside a nest of pheasant eggs. It was only when the nest was pillaged, and all its contents devoured, that the leveret abandoned this particular hiding place – to my relief, given the fate of the unborn chicks.
I began to take a closer interest than ever before in the hares in the landscape, noticing variation in their colouring, with some markedly darker than others. I began to be able to differentiate between their faces, discerning patterns on their foreheads and around their eyes that might have been distinct to each individual animal, or more likely were the result of different stages of moulting. When confronted by even quite small rabbits, the wild hares would invariably recoil and move away. Watching the sheer amount of time the leveret devoted to cleaning itself made me suppose that all hares would be discomfited by the mounds of earth and droppings left by rabbits – the tailings created by their underground mining operations – as well as the waste of sheep and cows.
I felt a new spirit of attentiveness to nature, no less wonderful for being entirely unoriginal, for as old as it is as a human experience, it was new to me. For many years, the seasons had largely passed me by, my perceptions of the steady cycle of nature disrupted by travel and urban life. I had observed nature in broad brushstrokes, in primary colours, at a surface level. I had been most interested in whether it was dry enough to walk, or warm enough to eat outside with friends. I could identify only a handful of birds and trees by name. I hadn’t observed the buds unfurling, the seasonal passage of birds, the unshakeable rituals and rhythms of life in a single field or wood. I now marvelled at the purple tinge on the black feathers of a house martin – the smartest creature I’d ever seen – which flew into the house one morning. I caught it as gently as I could lest it dash itself to death against the windows, and held it for an instant, observing the gleam of the sun on the mirror finish of its plumage, before releasing it into the air.
This growing sensitivity brought new awareness of dangers to the leveret, some real, others imagined. The first time it was in the garden during a thunderstorm, I ran to collect it from where it lay in its grass form, tucking it inside my fleece and hurrying inside, out of the pelting rain. It let me pick it up without any resistance, but I imagined bafflement in its expressive eyes as I deposited it upon its cushion on the windowsill inside. It was soaked through, its fur plastered to its back and the colour of treacle, reminding me of a wet otter. It settled a question in my own mind about why the leveret had seemed paler than its wild relatives. They were simply wetter than it was, from passing through the dew-streaked grass or withstanding the summer showers.
A sheepdog running loose in the field near the hedge sent both me and the leveret running: it into the cover of the hedge, me towards it, worried that the dog had seen the young creature and would hurdle the wall in a frenzy to seize it. I took comfort in thinking that, for the most part, the leveret was protected by the comparative safety of the garden wall. There was one class of predator that took no notice of such feeble human barriers. When the leveret lay in the garden, buzzards wheeling in the sky directly above the house would send me dashing out, since I imagined it to be directly visible to one of these sharp-eyed killers, whose languorous flight would give way to a sudden swooping plunge for its prey. Once, when I was slow to arrive, the leveret flinched and huddled into the ground as the wing-shaped shadow wheeled over its body and the grass beside it. I knew that the leveret could watch its entire surroundings even when lying at rest – including the sky – but I was always troubled by the possibility that proximity to humans might have taken the edge off its natural instincts.
Before, I had only known buzzards for their fierce, lonely call. Now, perceiving a threat to the leveret, I studied them for the first time as they hung above me, turning in lazy circles or gliding across the field with little apparent movement of their powerful wings. Looking up, I could see their pinion feathers trimming a wingspan of up to four feet; the serrated, almost translucent feathers at the following edge of their wings, in alternate bands of brown and white; and their barred tails, steering like a rudder. These birds spent hours sailing through the skies above their hunting ground, scouring below for field mice, rats, leverets, frogs, moles or small birds, before darting down to impale their victims. I appreciated for the first time how hard they and the other hawks worked for their food, noticing too the kestrels that hunted close to the ground on windy days, the hummingbird motion of their angular wings pinning them in place against the wind as securely as if they were tethered to the earth, while they scanned the grass for mice and voles and rabbits.
On still nights I often heard scratching and thudding noises on the roof tiles above my head, and I speculated about which of the birds might be responsible. I imagined an owl clutching a mouse, shifting its claws to get a better grip, and then tenderising its fresh prey against the stone slab of the roof ridge before tearing the morsel to shreds, placidly rearranging its feathers with its bill and uttering its soul-stirring, unhurried calls before gliding away. Lightweight casts of bones and fur I found on the ground bore out this supposition – the only evidence of these night-time feasts, and a faintly menacing warning that perhaps the leveret would not be safe from those pale talons.
My relief that the leveret still slept inside, safe from nocturnal hunters, evaporated one June evening when the light grew dim, and it still had not returned. I went out to look for it and found it nestled in the long grass under a plum tree. For a second, I thought about picking it up, but something in its posture and the setting made me hesitate. It belonged there. I returned inside and waited until nightfall, when the seeping darkness gradually erased the silhouette of the leveret, sealing it and the land from my view.
From then on, the hare slept outside at night, and I wondered if I ought to open the garden gate so it could wander further. I looked at the fields, smooth as velvet with the thick green shoots of the new crop. The wild grass was waist-high already, thick with seed. The days were long, dissolving into vivid orange cloudscapes at sunset. It was inviting, it was warm, and I regularly saw leverets smaller than this one making their way down the track, surviving in nature. But I wavered, since once the leveret was out, I would have to shut the gate behind it, leaving it with no possibility – or so I thought – of return.



  
‘The hare . . . greatly likes to return to its home and loves every spot with which it is familiar. That, you see, is why it is generally caught, because it cannot endure to abandon its native haunts.’
—Aelian (c. 175–235 AD), On the Nature of Animals
The day the leveret left, it gave no sign of its intentions. It fed, and played, and rested under its favourite bush in the garden, just as usual. Just as usual, my afternoon was spent in online meetings. At a certain point I drifted into the kitchen to get some water. Glass in hand, gazing idly out of the window, I saw the leveret loping towards the garden gate, as it had done a hundred times before, ranging the borders of its territory. The lopsided anatomy of the hare – those powerful long back legs, so impressive at speed, so languid at rest – means that they canter head down, nose to the ground, with a determined air, their rump higher than their head. I smiled to see it. The leveret crossed in front of the window, disappearing from view. I waited for it to reappear and continue its circuit. The seconds passed. I put the glass down, walked to the back door and looked out.
The leveret stood poised on the crest of the garden wall, looking back in my direction. Its ears twisted minutely, like fingertips gently probing the air, as it sensed its environment. I had never before seen the leveret even attempt to jump onto the wall, which was of traditional drystone construction and many times its body length in height. My astonishment – how did it get there? – turned rapidly to anxiety about what would happen next. Which way would it jump?
The leveret nosed the stone beneath it, its eyes gauging the drop to the ground below, and the dizzying vista of fields and woods beyond. I did not move or call out to it. I hardly breathed. One moment it was there, looking straight at me. The next, its place on the wall was empty. It had dropped down to the other side. I walked to the gate and looked over just in time to see it canter leisurely down the track, away from the house and into the fields. For a few moments I could see its outline clearly, then it faded into the landscape, adopting the hare’s cloak of invisibility. All the features I’d admired up close – the blunt tips of its ears, and its rough, cross-hatched pelt of many colours – served to conceal it. The fields enveloped and reclaimed it. It was gone; absorbed into the summer vista of lush grass, young green crops, and the distant wood with its fringe of leaning trees, ancient rabbit holes and tangled bramble. I imagined the leveret encountering this world for the first time, perhaps picking up speed as it realised there was now no limit to its horizon, finally running at full tilt. I wondered how long it would be before it encountered groups of wild hares, and how they would react to this subtly different interloper.
Now out in the fields, the leveret was indistinguishable from all others. I would never know what happened to it: whether it lived to raise leverets of its own or was shunned as an alien by other hares, or if it was snapped up by the first cunning fox. I felt grief at the end of a magical experience, and loss for days never to be repeated. I felt disquiet, that it might not be accepted by the other hares. Anxiety, that it might wish to return but be unable to find its way back to the house or over the wall. Fear, that it might cross the lane and be hit by a passing vehicle. And I felt absurd, for my emotional reaction. What could be more natural than the leveret returning to the wild? Or more beautiful than it finally having the freedom to run, as far and fast as its legs would take it?
I had never caged the leveret. I had raised it with the goal of its return to the wild, and it had decided that it was ready. I had been spared the decision of when to open the gate and to expose it to the dangers in the landscape. It was always going to leave, as I was. All my plans were built on the idea of returning to London at the earliest opportunity, and now the way was cleared for that. This was surely the best possible outcome.
This thought sustained me for as long as it took me to walk back through the house and into my office. As I pulled my chair out from under the desk, my eyes fell on a single porridge oat, dropped from the leveret’s paw onto the carpet – the only mess it ever created. I fought back a sob.
I had been bewildered by the responsibility of raising the leveret, captivated by its endearing ways, stirred by its mysterious nature and thoroughly inconvenienced by its dogged presence. For months, I had risen at dawn to make up bottles of milk or lay out food for the leveret. I had tiptoed around my house in the daytime so that it could sleep, and changed my own sleeping patterns, going to bed with nightfall. I had imposed on family and visitors the requirement to talk quietly and not frighten the young hare. I had avoided switching on lights at dusk, so as not to interfere with the leveret’s rhythms, and I had stopped using them in the garden, conscious for the first time of their disruptive effect on the vision of nocturnal animals. I had not worn perfume for months, imagining it to be caustic and disorienting to a hare’s sensitive nose, and no longer turned on the television for the evening news, to avoid subjecting the leveret to loud and discordant noises. Every day I chased out fat bluebottles that flew in through the ever-open sitting-room door, and once came back to find a startled partridge that shed feathers like an exploding pillowcase as I tried gently to usher it out of the house. I had even become reluctant to walk across the fields in daytime out of a desire not to disturb other sleeping hares. It was excessive. It was absurd. It was beautiful. The removal of this complication – the natural end to an exceptional but time-bound experience – ought to have been a relief, not least of all because it would make my return to the city far simpler when it came. With that thought, I felt an unexpected sense of convictions and priorities shifting, and came to the unsettling realisation that perhaps I was not as eager about the return to my urban life as I had previously imagined.
I puzzled hard over what to do next. The leveret had vaulted the wall at its shallowest point, where a bank of grass sloped up to the side of the house. On the other side of the wall, which was well over four feet tall, there was no such bank. More in hope than in expectation, I propped the gate ajar with a stone and went back inside.
Early evening arrived without any sign of the leveret. I returned to the gate and glimpsed the hare resting on its haunches at the edge of the wheat field, slim, pale and elegant in its new surroundings. ‘Hello, little one,’ I called. It looked at me and appeared to listen, neither running away nor coming any closer. I turned on my heel towards the house, leaving the gate open, with little hope for its return.
But just before dusk, the leveret appeared in the open gateway, a slender silhouette against the tall wooden posts, its ears raised to the fullest extent as it listened intently, so that it seemed more ear than hare. For what felt like an age, it waited at the very edge of the divide between the two worlds, and then slipped into the house. I shut the gate behind it while it ate porridge oats in front of the fireplace as if it had never left, before leaving for the night.
When I came down early the next morning, the garden was empty. Just as I wondered whether or not to go out and look for the leveret, I noticed a movement out of the corner of my eye. The leveret was once again poised on top of the garden wall, its long forepaws resting on the inside ledge and its back paws on the outer. It straddled the uneven stone ledge, watching me. Reaching a decision, it sprang down to the gravel and ran ahead of me into the house, its paws matted with mud and sodden, every hair on its body picked out by dew.
Now that I knew what to look for, I watched the leveret leave that night, and was rewarded by the sight of it encountering a wild hare on a mound of rubble and earth in the corner of the adjacent field, where I had piled the field stones I had painstakingly dug out of the ground around the house when it was first built, in an attempt to create a smooth surface for the garden. The other hare was dark in colouring, even compared to others I had seen around the house. It met the leveret on the top of the mound, both reaching out their noses warily for the encounter, their ears cocked, before the leveret sprang away. But it had not been attacked or rejected. I dared to hope that it would find its place and be accepted.
So began our new rhythm. At first light, I would find the hare crouched in the flower bed by the glass doors to the sitting room, sopping wet. It would not wait for me to open the door fully but would step over my arm as I fiddled with the bolt at floor level, sniffing my hand and brushing against my side in the process.
If I was late, I would often find it resting on its haunches on the track by the field, somehow still smaller and lighter-coloured to my eyes than its wild counterparts. Its changing summer pelt included a forelock of lighter fur on its forehead, remaining winter hair that had not moulted out. If I could not see the leveret, I would call to it for a moment, and within minutes it would vault over the wall and reappear inside the house. During the day I left the doors of the house open on all sides, for it to come and go at will. Sometimes it would only appear for a few minutes before leaving again. On those days, I wondered if the leveret’s link to humans – established out of necessity, and not through its own choice – might be gradually becoming more tenuous, dissolved by the appeal of the wild. Once, I watched it run down the lane at nightfall, at a steady but determined pace, hard on the heels of a large brown hare that led it off into the distance.
More often than not, however, the leveret would rest beside me in the office by day, gradually relaxing its posture until its prone form filled up most of the doorway. It would only rise when the mood took it, often after six in the evening, to take a few mouthfuls of porridge before leaving for its night-time ranges across the beckoning fields. It was July, and the crops were thick around the house, the wheat tall and lush, a vast sea compared to the vanishing figure of the leveret winding its way between the stalks. I tried to picture the experience from its perspective, imagining it to be akin to the experience of swimming along the sandy floor of an ocean, with the sun flickering above through the ears of wheat or barley like light seen through water.
On hot days the leveret seemed to prefer the cool of the house, and would lie panting with quickened breath, as if in discomfort. Most of the books I had read agreed that hares drink little or no water, and gain all the moisture they need from the plants they consume. But the leveret would drink vigorously from a bowl of water, the surface of the liquid quivering gently from the movement of its whiskers, which shed beads of liquid as it raised its head to listen to sounds imperceptible to my ears, before lying down to rest.
The leveret remained a sensitive house guest. I still insisted on visitors maintaining quiet around the hare, but generally found that everyone shared my curiosity and most were happy to adjust their behaviour, since few of them had ever had the chance to see a hare as anything more than a blur in the landscape. However, the leveret usually chose to absent itself when any new figure entered the house, and seemed to have a particular distrust of men. It became a joke with my father, brothers and visiting male friends, who could not have moved more gently in the hope of reassuring it. No matter how noiseless their movements, it would bolt the moment any man set foot in the house, and appear again only when everyone had left, climbing into my lap if I was sitting on the floor and nipping my legs through my trousers.
A journalist friend, exhausted by months spent covering the pandemic without respite, came to recuperate for a few days and was immediately accepted by the leveret. When she visited again with her two-year-old son, it was a different matter. His peals of delight upon spotting the leveret caused it to bolt to the nearest hedge, where it stayed for the duration of their visit. Whether it would show itself to visitors became a talking point and a test most wished to pass, such was the novelty of the encounter.
I was amused, exasperated and charmed by what initially seemed its overreaction to physical changes in its environment. Not long before the pandemic, a mouse had crept into the house and taken up residence in the sofa, drilling neat holes through the cushion covers in several places, which I’d eventually sewn up after trapping it. I did not mind the battered appearance of the sofa at the time, but it had gradually disintegrated, and I finally decided it had to go.
I arranged the removal of the sofa one morning, leaving behind a void in the sitting room, adjacent to the fireplace where the leveret fed. It refused to enter the house for several days in apparent protest at the reordering of its landscape. When it resumed coming back in, cautiously, it would eat, regard the empty space where the sofa had stood, and then immediately leave the house, as if uneasy. I bowed to the inevitable, retrieved the sofa and restored it to its former position, in all its disreputable glory. Still, the hare was aloof.
Only after I had taken the cushions outdoors each day for a week to air them in the sun and wind did the leveret finally feel comfortable enough to return to its daytime sleeping place in the house. I later learnt that hares have an acute sense of smell, it being suggested that a male hare can cross a path taken by a female hare many minutes earlier and still tell in which direction she went.
The experience made me consider in a new light the decision I’d made, once the house was finished, to enclose the garden, comandeering it from the hares that used to gambol on the rough grass at sunset. How many generations of hares, I now asked myself, had used the protection of the buildings in order to rest and breed and shelter before I moved in? I began to notice individual tracks and pathways around the house and the hares that used them each day, to navigate the crossing of particular headlands, ditches or hedges.
When we cut down a stand of trees, or erect a fence, we are cutting across trails, or removing shelter or food sources, that have been used by wildlife for generations. Animals, like humans, take the easiest routes across an area; their trails develop in the landscape and are as familiar to them as our local footpaths and shortcuts are to us.
Walls, roads and traffic create ‘barrier effects’ that disrupt the habitat of animals, preventing them from reaching their food sources and mixing with others of their species, and contributing to population decline by reducing genetic variability as well as causing fatal collisions. Studies in the Czech Republic and Austria have found brown hares to be one of the species reportedly killed most often by road traffic. Driving down the closest main road several miles from my house, I passed four dead hares within one stretch of less than a kilometre of tarmac, bisecting arable fields and – perhaps – the traditional range of local hares.
That summer, as the leveret roamed freely, I learnt about the concept of an animal’s home range: the amount of space they use and need in which to search for food, to mate, rear young and find safety – not unlike humans.
A hare’s home range averages between 21 and 190 hectares – or between roughly 30 and 300 football pitches in size, a huge area relative to the size of the animal. Many hares cover as much as fifteen to twenty kilometres (9–12 miles) of ground at night to forage. I tried to superimpose this in my mind upon the landscape around me, quickly realising how many roads and human structures would cut across it, and that all the pressures of modern life – the need to produce more food and build more houses, and our intensive use of every scrap of land – shrink the freedom of movement of these wide-ranging creatures.
It dawned on me that by raising the leveret in my home, the building was part – if not the centre – of its home range, and that it was possible that it associated the house with food and refuge. It might also explain the leveret’s sensitivity to changes in the house. I had thought of this as an amusing attribute, but now realised, with a pang, that it might be a matter of safety and survival, and that in thinking otherwise, I had anthropomorphised the leveret’s reaction. By moving the sofa, I had altered its home environment and perhaps temporarily frightened it.
It transpires that when a hare rubs its head, it transfers scent from a gland in its head to its paws, thus creating an individual signature that it uses to mark its range, and that the European hare has a surprisingly strong ‘home instinct’. Hares in Poland that had been transported from their home range were found to travel roughly 250 miles to return to it, while scientists in Quebec recorded the movement of a female Arctic hare that covered over 240 miles in forty-nine days in Canada’s far north – a little more than the distance from New York City to Boston, and an average of five miles a day for seven weeks in a row – before dying a month later. Why it made such a journey remains a mystery, but to me, it encapsulates the strength and fragility of a hare, suggesting that there is far more to their nature than is commonly imagined, and underlining how little we do to make allowances to support the needs and instincts of this elusive creature. As an animal that is both faithful to one place and requires a huge area in which to run, the hare’s needs set it at odds with human impulses.
I realised that my own home range had changed because of the leveret. Before, I had no settled pattern of my own. If anything, given the amount I travelled, I spent most of my time in the home ranges of others. Now, I circled the barn and the hare, and I had my own preferred paths. Hares are creatures of habit and I had become one too. Through the leveret, I had rediscovered the pleasure of attachment to a place and the contentment that can be derived from exploring it fully, rather than constantly seeking ways to leave it and believing that satisfaction can only lie in novel experiences.
I was moved by the leveret’s dignity, the sense of well-being and calm it spread, and the simplicity of its life. The life of a hare at ease is one of basking, rolling, resting, drowsing and dreaming, and living in the moment. A hare leaves behind it nothing more than a patch of flattened grass, little larger than a human footprint, soon lifted by the wind and erased altogether. The leveret’s calm and orderly existence challenged my priorities and woke up my senses. After months of ceasing to turn the lights on at the first hint of night, I found myself more comfortable moving in darkness, and instead looking out into the landscape, waiting for its inhabitants to emerge.
Living side by side with the leveret changed me in other unexpected ways. Before the leveret came into my life, I had put work ahead of almost every commitment. No family meal, no outing with friends, was too important not to be interrupted, because work was gripping and fuelled with interest and adrenaline. I could usually be found pacing outside, shivering in the cold, because my phone had rung and I’d abandoned a gathering, or perched on the pavement dealing with a work crisis while a party continued indoors. I was impervious to looks and to comments, and to warnings about burnout. Plans I made were always tenuous, never firmed up, so that they could be easily broken. I had thought of that as freedom. I realised now that I had toughened myself up to cope with a demanding work environment, adopting a persona and way of working that was in some respects exhausting and alien to me. Beneath the carapace was a temperament that longed for quieter, more gentle rhythms.
Whereas I had been impervious to well-intentioned advice from friends, the leveret worked upon my character soundlessly and wordlessly, easing some of the nervous tension and impatience that I realised I had been living with as a result of a life constantly on the move and on call for others.
To be a good adviser, you have to remove yourself from the equation. You must set aside your own personal opinions and feelings, in a kind of detachment or camouflage of self – since self-interest is incompatible with objectivity – and avoid the limelight. Maintained over years, this steady, watchful, guarded attitude had become a way of life for me – one in which I constantly looked out for pitfalls, anticipated threats coming over the horizon, and readied myself to move and adapt at a moment’s notice and melt from the picture, not unlike the hare. Was it possible, I considered, that I had blended too much into the background of my own life, like a hare in the hedgerow, blurring my own identity in the process, without the benefit of the hare’s serenity? If my habits could be overturned by a hare, I questioned what else I might enjoy that I had never considered. I’d been waiting for life to go back to normal, but if I could derive this much pleasure from something so simple, what else might be waiting to be discovered?
I was jolted out of these contemplations by the sight of a pair of stoats slinking along the garden wall, at the hare’s crossing. Low and lithe, they are ferocious predators with jaws capable of crunching through a rabbit’s neck in a single bite. They dart and dance around their prey to confuse them before leaping in for the kill. Each had a long thin tail held straight out behind it, ending in a pitch-black point like an old-fashioned paintbrush. Their paws and stomach were white, their backs a silky chestnut brown. I knew that two stoats could easily bring down a leveret. They chased each other over the gravel, tumbling end over end in a brawling tangle – a ball of teeth and fur, as light as wind-blown seed. They seemed to be more interested in playing than hunting. From one instant to the next they broke apart, however, and stood long and lean, darting off into the hedge where the unsuspecting leveret slept, like daggers hurled at a target. When I ran out to chase them off, they had inevitably disappeared.
Knowing that I couldn’t protect the leveret didn’t prevent me from attempting other futile actions. I once ran several hundred metres in my pyjamas – my arms windmilling absurdly – to chase off a fox prowling down the track past the house. The fox’s gaze was calm and keen, his gait unhurried – exactly how I imagined a fox would look had it just made a fine breakfast: ‘fat with nocturnal spoils’, in the words of one of the poems by William Somervile I had read about hare hunting.
I returned home. The leveret’s usual summer calling time of six-thirty passed with no sight of it. As the hours ticked by, I went out to look for it. I wandered the fields, calling out. Imagining its death, I could not decide what would be worse: to find its body, or never know what had happened. Hares scattered across the fields at my approach, but none that I could recognise. I trailed home despondently, to find the leveret in the house, sitting back calmly on its hind legs by the fireplace, looking at me as if to ask what had taken so long.
When it came, danger was to arrive from an altogether different quarter.



  
‘And o’er the plain, and o’er the mountain’s ridge, Away she flies; nor ships with wind and tide, And all their canvas wings, scud half so fast’
—William Somervile, The Chase, 1735
At six months old, the leveret was nearly fully grown, with glorious long ears. The length and thinness of its legs was astonishing. Its slim haunches were taut with tendon and muscle, while the thick, soft pad of each hind paw was almost as long again as the rest of its leg.
Every day its wall leap brought a fresh dart of anxiety. Would its elegant front legs – no thicker than a finger at their thinnest point – take the jolt of the repeated landings? Would it twist a paw by catching it between the coping stones of the drystone wall – or worse, break it? More than once, I saw it wobble and lose its footing, falling backwards to land lightly on the grass, before pausing to recover its energy and scan the area for predators whose attention might have been drawn by the sudden movement. As often as I could, I would hurry out to open the garden gate when I saw it readying to leave for the night. But its dawn arrivals were harder to predict, and day by day the leveret crossed and recrossed the high stone wall.
My heart sank when one day in late August, towards the end of the hare’s first summer, it arrived in the morning unmistakably favouring its front left paw. It seemed unable to put any weight on it, and hobbled tentatively towards me to be fed. It lay in the doorway looking miserable, its ears down, licking its sore paw and resting with it draped on top of its other front leg. By the afternoon, it moved even more slowly, staggering at times. To my astonishment it nevertheless hobbled outside at dusk, and jumped up onto the garden wall on three legs as soon as darkness fell.
I opened the gate for it early the next morning, fearing that navigating the wall might hurt its leg further. It limped forward as soon as it saw me and stumbled inside. Its paw was mud-stained and appeared swollen. It slept in the house for the entire day, until after seven in the evening. I was so worried about its injury that I effectively gave the house over to it, abandoning my office and working from the kitchen.
The hare’s limp was even worse that evening. I held the gate ajar for it once more, worrying, as it loped past me on three legs into the gloom, that I would never see it again, or would wake to discover its body at the field edge. I was relieved to find it the next morning waiting by the gate, looking at me over its shoulder. Its body language conveyed misery and vulnerability as it rested in the room after feeding, its shoulders hunched, its eyes wary, its aching paw held up off the carpet. The injured foreleg was thickened compared to the other. When eating its oats, the leveret rested only the very tip of its paw on the floor, its eyes narrowed in what looked to my human eyes like pain. Cleaning its back feet was a slow, wobbly but still essential performance. I noticed that porridge oats stuck more regularly to the sole of the wounded paw, as if there might even be discharge from an infection. After three days of rising early to let it into the garden, I noticed that it had begun to wait for me by the gate – yet another example of the rapidity of the hare’s learnt behaviour, or perhaps a mark of the severity of its pain.
My anxiety knew no bounds. I could not – would not – lock it in the house, I could not stop it leaping the wall at night, which it continued to do, and I could not prevent a predator from seizing it. My worry was not helped by spotting a fox again – this time in the garden itself, wandering coolly beneath my window at dead of night, and standing for some time on the raised edge of the flower bed. I had always assumed that the garden wall would deter foxes, but I now realised with alarm that it might have followed the scent of the hare, which would be unable to run at full speed.
To compound my anxiety, a huge combine harvester appeared in the field the next day. Sixteen feet tall, twelve feet wide, thirty feet long and weighing some fifteen tons, such a machine threshes corn, cutting off and sucking up the edible grain while dropping the chaff, then compacting the straw into giant bales, which it scatters on the field like colossal golden cotton reels.
I worried that, injured as it was, the leveret might get tangled up in the machinery. I remembered a story my mother had told of finding the body of a baby deer that had been killed by a silage cutting machine. Its head had been sheared off. Every day for two weeks, she said, the mother deer returned to the same spot looking for her fawn.
My sister gave me the number of a local vet and said in her usual kind, practical and direct way that if the hare continued to eat, I should take heart. ‘It’s when animals take themselves off into a corner and refuse food that you know they are going to die.’
Watching the leveret continue to suffer, I rang the vet. I explained that it was not tame, or a pet, that it could not be handled and did not live in a cage, and that although it was injured, it was impossible to prevent it from running away if it chose to do so. He asked me to bring it into the surgery as he ought to X-ray the leg. I feared that the experience, if not fatal, might shatter its trust in me. The leveret had never been put in a sealed box or transported, and I imagined its sensitive heart pounding away in such a confined space until it gave out. I told him that I thought it might be too dangerous, and that the shock would probably kill it; and, failing that, it would probably injure itself further trying to escape. He suggested that he come to the house, so he could at least examine the animal while I held it, and I had to explain that that too would be difficult: the leveret would flee as soon as he entered. Having watched a video of the leveret limping, he said it could be a sprain or a rolled ankle, which in theory should be treated with anti-inflammatory medication, but he had never treated a hare before, and the clinic’s stores contained no medicines specifically for them. The best he could offer was a treatment suitable for small dogs and a dose proportionate to the animal’s size. He asked me to find a way of weighing the leveret, and ended with a warning that he had no guidelines for how a hare might react to the drug and that it would not be without risk We would then have to hope for the best.
When the leveret arrived at the house the next morning and came to me, I knelt down and gathered it up in my arms as gently as I could, trying to avoid jolting its injured leg. I thought it might resist being held, given that I had not picked it up since it started leaving the garden, but it lay motionless against my chest, its ears falling flat along its back, almost listless. I carried it to the bathroom and stood on the scales. It weighed three kilograms, a far cry from the scrap of fur and ears that I had found six months previously. I walked back through the house and placed it on the floor, watching it lope towards the study step and lie down wearily.
I left the leveret nursing its sore paw and drove eight miles through the country lanes to find the veterinary surgery set on high land amid a cluster of farm buildings. This was a new experience for me, and an introduction to an unfamiliar world. The walls were covered with posters about pet care and pictures of frolicking domestic and farm animals. The vet came out to hand me the medicine and wished me luck. He had drawn a line one-third down the length of the narrow syringe that came with a bottle of milky white fluid, representing his estimate of a dose suitable for the leveret. He told me to inject the liquid into its mouth. I sat in my car turning the box over in my hands, noticing that it had a pharmacy label indicating that it was intended for ‘PATIENT: HARE’, listing my address and my name as the animal’s ‘OWNER’. I smiled, since nothing could be further from the truth. The leveret defied ownership, belonging only to itself.
I pondered the concept of ‘owning’ a living creature in any context. Interaction with animals nurtures the loving, empathetic, compassionate aspects of human nature. It taps into a primordial reverence towards the living world and a sense of the commonality and connectedness across species. It is a gateway, as I was discovering, into a state of greater respect for nature and the environment as a whole. But at the same time, there is an immense power imbalance. We all too easily subordinate animals to our will, constraining or confining them to suit our purposes, needs and lifestyles.
I drove home, imagining how I would administer the medicine and whether it was worth risking the leveret’s life in the process. Contemplating the possible death of the hare brought back the memory of a male colleague, some years earlier, whose eyes had welled up when he told me that his dog had died. As his tears rolled down his face freely, I had felt embarrassed for him, as if he were displaying a weakness that he might later regret. His emotion had seemed to me excessive for an animal, or misplaced; as if only humans merited that kind of grief. Now I had come to appreciate that affection for an animal is of a different kind entirely: untinged by the regret, complexities and compromises of human relationships. It has an innocence and purity all its own. In the absence of verbal communication, we extend ourselves to comprehend and meet their needs and, in return, derive companionship and interest from their presence, while also steeling ourselves for inevitable pain, since their lives are for the most part much shorter than ours. I realised the pain and sadness the death of the hare would cause me, and recoiled from the thought, my own tears welling up unexpectedly as I gripped the steering wheel.
When I got home, still undecided, I read the leaflet accompanying the medicine that laid out potential side effects, including ‘gastrointestinal upset’. Recalling that something similar had killed one of Cowper’s hares, I lost my nerve altogether. What if I’d weighed the leveret incorrectly, or the medicine ruined its stomach, or the dose was too high and killed it? The thought was unbearable. In the end, the medicine lay unused in the fridge. I decided that the best thing I could do was ensure that the creature had a quiet, safe environment in which to rest for as long as it needed during the day, and plentiful food and water to reduce its need to forage at night.
Its progress towards healing was gradual. It still ventured out every night. Opening the gate one morning so it did not attempt to jump the wall, I was slow to close it behind the leveret, and two huge dark brown hares streaked through into the garden, apparently following it. It fled to the flower bed with its sore paw and shrank under a spray of flowers as I ejected the intruders. Part of me wished to leave the garden open for all the hares – if I could find a way of keeping out rabbits to protect my struggling plants and trees from their vigorous burrowing – but the wish to preserve it as a refuge for this one miraculous hare was stronger.
As summer began to turn to autumn, the leveret started moving normally again. To my eye, its left leg above the paw still looked a little thicker but there appeared to be no lasting change in its gait. Eventually, it made a full recovery, and I watched it stand on its hind legs and engage both front paws to rain plums out of a tree in the garden, the drumming it had practised in its early days being put to good use.
Noting its fondness for fruit, I introduced it to pears, from which it would gnaw a few mouthfuls at a time until its chin was sticky with juice. A single pear would last it as much as a week, and I tried not to give it fruit too often, lest it consume too much sugar.
To this day, I do not know how the leveret was injured. I’ve seen other hares with damaged legs in the wild, running on three paws. A hare’s limbs are so fine that perhaps it is a common problem. But I still believe it most likely hurt itself leaping the garden wall, which provided shelter and concealment but was an unnatural and dangerous barrier for it to cross every day.
More risk came when in the late summer the fields of stubble were ploughed; transformed within minutes to brown wastelands, churned-up battlefields of Somme-like proportions from the perspective of a hare. The earth was cut, broken up and turned over by a tractor dragging a plough, and then drilled and sowed with new seed. I pictured the hares fleeing the steel tractors, their hearts pounding in fear, only to return and find their forms – or their leverets – crushed beneath the vast oblivious treads, or later licking their back paws, unknowingly coating their tongues with chemicals, once the new crops were sprayed.
The intensification of agriculture has been described as the ‘superfactor’ leading to the decline of the European hare population. The dramatic increase in the frequency of the mowing of fields as a result of modern farming methods, the ripping out of hedges to create vast fields to increase crop yields and accommodate huge machinery, and the rise in winter-sown crops have all been singled out as dangers. All of these reduce plant diversity and the food supply available to hares during the lean months, along with shelter and places to hide. The competing imperatives of feeding the nation and protecting our environment are still unreconciled. Meanwhile, intensive farming inevitably leads to hares being regarded as pests, since it leaves them little else to eat other than crops.
In the past, the tempo of life was governed by the speed at which people could walk. Ploughing was carried out at a walking pace, the plough drawn by a horse; to make hay, grass was cut with scythes, by workers on foot, moving with a steady side swing of their blades. Harvesting was done by cutting the stalks with a reaping hook and tying the bundle round with twine, before making a ‘stook’ out of the sheaves, to be collected up on a cart. Trees were felled by hand – large trees by two people, one on either side of the trunk, pulling a double-ended saw to and fro between them.
Modern technologies have brought boundless improvements in all aspects of life, and particularly in agriculture and food production, but the costs to the planet have been high, as we now understand. One cost is noise pollution. Today we are inured to the level of sound with which we live. The grind and roar of ever-larger machinery doing work that formerly was done by humans, the almost constant racket of planes, cars, heavy vehicles and the intrusive squeal of their sirens and warning signals. In agriculture and forestry, machines have become huge and increasingly robotic. They need wider roads and gateways, and increasingly tall buildings to accommodate them.
Another cost to the planet is light pollution at night, which is now on a vast scale. Motorway lights are left burning all night, even in the periods of least use. In the countryside more and more businesses and large farming enterprises use powerful external lighting in the name of security. Increasingly this lighting is left permanently on, rather than being motion-activated. In cities, streets and entire buildings are left perpetually lit. We have only to look at satellite photography of earth from space to see that it is a ball of light. What harm does this do to birds and other creatures? We are told that uninterrupted sleep is vital for human health and that darkened rooms are essential for good sleep, yet we seldom think about the sleep of animals and birds or the ability of nocturnal animals to navigate.
Just as I had begun to worry about these things, the leveret disappeared into thin air. Days passed without it returning. For two weeks, I looked for the leveret when I walked out into the fields, calling to it, scattering hares left and right in the process. I picked crab apples from the hedgerows, watched the news and felt the tug of the outside world. I was convinced that, this time, it was finally gone for ever.
One evening, I went out and tried calling to the leveret from the garden gate. The fields were full of hares. If the leveret was among them, I could not tell. Sinking down to the ground, feeling hopeless, I heard a sound behind me – the slightest crunch of dislodged stone. I turned and found the leveret moving across the gravel, its ears cocked inquisitively, looking at me. As I stood up, it raced around the side of the house, and waited for me to open the door.
Now that the leveret had returned, it stayed. It adopted a new habit of sleeping on the lower shelf of a bench in the sitting room, so frequently that, as December loomed, I worried it might not develop a sufficiently thick coat because of the time it spent indoors. But its winter pelt came on rapidly, including a generous ruff of fur below its throat that swelled like a mane as the weeks passed, and that it would sink its neck into while resting. At year’s end, its coat was russet-coloured, almost flame-like in the sunset light. Its face bore prominent white markings: a beautiful pale circle around each eye, with an additional patch of white above and below it, presumably intended to break up the dark shape of the face when seen against the snow. Just as when it was small, its rear legs and lower haunches were once again a pale milky-coffee hue. At dusk, these streaks and patches of white would remain visible while the rest of its body disappeared in the fading light.
As the days grew shorter, the hare arrived back at the house earlier and earlier each evening, slipping in and out silently, sometimes emerging from fog like a wraith. Returning one afternoon, it jumped on the sofa beside me and briefly rested its ice-cold paws on my leg.
The intense winter chill soon made it necessary to light the fire in the house. I worried how the hare would react to the heat and the smoke and the sound of logs shifting in the grate. But far from being repelled by it, as I imagined it might be, the hare continued to sleep by the fireplace as I came and went. Its fur remained immaculate despite the mud outside. When I watched it lie huddled against the wall of the house during the first snowstorm, its coat matted with snowflakes, I noticed that the fur on the underside of its tail gleamed whiter than the snow.
Some evenings, night would fall without the hare appearing. I would leave the sitting-room door ajar for it, and it would slip in through the billowing curtains to eat and rest by the fire before vanishing outside again. At night, the hare would always seem larger than by day. Its eyes would appear more prominent, it would stand poised on the tips of its paws, its head erect and ears flared, ready to run at any moment. It would sometimes rest just a few metres beyond the garden wall, watchful, inscrutable and self-contained, facing the house with its lights blazing during the winter twilight.
One dusk I spotted it loitering by the gate in the near-darkness, waiting to be let out. I opened it, and the hare took off confidently, then stopped a few metres away and looked back at me. For a moment I wondered if it thought of me as a strange species of hare and expected me to follow it off into the misty evening.



  



  
‘The hares have no season of their love for, as I said, it is called ryding time, for in every month of the year that it shall not be that some be not with kindles.’
—Edward of Norwich, The Master of Game, 1406
The seasons changed, February returned, and at one year old the leveret passed imperceptibly into adulthood. It had not lost its energy. It loved to race in through one door of the house, out through another, and back around, jinking in the air and turning 180 degrees while airborne, then accelerating off in the opposite direction. I would call to it, and each time it pressed its ears to its body and ran faster, kicking its heels at me, bucking and playing, working its way closer and closer to the house until it zipped in and sat at my feet, not at all out of breath.
While the hare still stayed near to home, it was common to see strings of hares running in huge, sweeping arcs across the fields beyond the garden wall. The frontrunner would race away from the rest of the chain, in a series of sharp zig-zag lines, with acute and astonishingly fast changes of tack seemingly designed to shake off its pursuers. It would at times pivot on its front paws in mid-flight and double-back on itself in less than a heartbeat, just as the leveret did when it ran around me in the garden.
The racing hares would usually disappear from sight over the horizon or gully, leaving me uncertain as to the outcome of the chase. But sometimes I would watch as the lead hare turned at bay, standing up on its hind legs, its ears pointed to the skies, its tail extended out behind it, its hind legs dancing over the long grass among the camomile flowers in the verges, and its forepaws dealing lightning blows to the chest and face of the hare closest to it. It would receive blows in return, until it lost its balance and broke away, and the pursuit continued. As the light drained from the sky, and the landscape took on the hue of a grainy black-and-white photograph, the chasing continued.
The sight of boxing hares used to be thought to involve two males fighting over territory. It is now believed to usually involve a female fending off a male. There are two types of fights: ‘distance fights’, in which only the paws of each hare touch, and ‘breast fights’, in which the hares will strike at one another’s chest and face. A particularly intense bout of boxing near the barn one late afternoon produced great tufts of fur that were distinctly visible, flying in the low sun. Courtship fights can last several days, and it is the male hare’s repeated touching of the body of the female that stimulates ovulation. The leveret’s early athleticism in the garden took on a new significance, as a form of preparation for this type of demand upon its body.
The boxing I observed appeared deliberate and purposeful, but the behaviour of boxing hares entered the lexicon long ago as a synonym for madness – ‘as mad as a March Hare’, in Lewis Carroll’s phrase, or ‘harebrained’ as shorthand for the ill-judged, rash or imprudent schemes of people. The hare seemed immune to any such madness or seasonal fever, sleeping so deeply under its bush that it tilted over onto one side, like a foundering ship. I compared its slumbering form as it whiled away the hours in the garden to the intense chases that continued beyond the wall, and considered whether its sluggish behaviour was entirely normal. I would find it sitting on the wooden stile against the garden fence, staring out over the fields beyond as if in a trance, showing no signs of wishing to join the hares that were clearly visible from its vantage point.
After a few weeks, however, it seemed to wake up from its daze, running great swooping loops within the garden and executing giant leaps. One spring afternoon, it ran circles around me as I stood watching it, gradually working itself up into a fit of excitement. It then vaulted the wall effortlessly and cantered in a straight line all the way to the edge of the wood, disappearing into the fringe of trees, as if driven by a fixed purpose. On another occasion, I watched it race down the inside of the garden fence shadowed by a pair of hares just beyond it, before it crested the wall to join them in the field. It was hard to tell whether it was in pursuit or being pursued.
The changing seasons and mood were written on the hare’s body. As it gradually lost its winter pelt it developed whorls of pale fur on its face – vivid patterns like those I’d noticed on other hares. It continued to show its uncanny meteorological awareness – drumming on the outside of the sitting-room door one afternoon, demanding admittance, moments before a dramatic storm of hailstones. The whole house was patterned with oats cast from its forepaws as it ambled about on its visits. But it began spending more and more of its time beyond the wall.
I too felt the pull of the world beyond. I could no longer put off travelling to London for work, and further afield, to the Middle East; and in truth, I was eager to go. It would be the first time that I had been absent from the house for more than a few days since the hare’s arrival, and I would be gone for several months. I worried about leaving it. I knew that it was not dependent on me for its survival, but I still felt that having accustomed it to my presence, disappearing might be a form of cruelty. I also faced the prospect that it might not be there on my return, either because some ill fate had befallen it, or because it had faded away into the landscape. Despite my best efforts to be rational about this possibility, I knew I would feel deep regret if that proved to be the case. But I also knew that life could not stand still, and truthfully, I wanted and needed to go.
I invited a carpenter to the house, known for his skilfulness after a lifetime of shaping wood to all purposes, to see if it might be possible to create an opening in the plate glass that the hare could use. ‘Why would you want to ruin a perfectly good door?’ he asked me. I could hear the unspoken question: Why would you want to have a hare in your house? I let the matter drop, and my mother agreed to feed the hare in my absence. She accepted in good humour the instructions I left, which included in minute detail the hare’s habits, preferences and requirements as I imagined them, such as the timings of its daily comings and goings.
I set up cameras at discreet points, taping over any lights they had in order to avoid interfering with the hare’s eyesight, and used these to alert my mother to the hare’s arrival, since I couldn’t expect her to constantly check them as I did. I found myself monitoring the house on my phone in the back of taxis as I travelled around a Middle Eastern city in the weeks that followed, texting my mother updates as the hare arrived and waited for her to open the door. And I noticed that I could not quite shake off my new interest, looking in a local bookshop for anything I could find about the indigenous hare, Lepus capensis. I hoped I might catch a glimpse of the desert-dweller and ancestor to the brown hare, and stared out of the window as we passed through the scrubland and dunes, stalked by hardy camels. Pausing at a traffic light in the baking sun, I saw birds building a nest in the middle of a roundabout amid a tangle of concrete flyovers, persisting in their struggle to survive and reproduce despite the heat and choking fumes, and felt new respect for their tenacity and dignity.
Either the innate quality of my mother’s way with animals, or the similarity in our voices – or both – seemed to put the hare completely at ease as she fed it daily. But I returned home in early summer to the news that the hare had vanished. Days passed without a glimpse of it. I busied myself with work and gave philosophical replies to anyone who asked about the hare, hiding my sadness at its disappearance, and feeling guilty for my absence. Two weeks later, as I looked out of an upstairs window, I noticed a movement in the long grass at the top of the garden, which had grown to knee height. By mere chance, I glimpsed the tips of the hare’s ears. For reasons unknown, it was hiding, its body completely camouflaged.
As dusk deepened, I stared out into the garden, puzzled. I saw a faint stirring in the flower bed, and what I thought were three baby rabbits emerging one by one from the undergrowth. Just as I was about to curse the rabbits that had somehow dug their way under the fence, I realised what I was witnessing. These were three leverets. The question of the hare’s sex, and of its ability to integrate into the local population, was finally answered.
I was relieved that being raised in human hands seemed not to have altered the hare’s nature, or her affinity for her own kind. I felt grateful to her for choosing to have her leverets in the garden and flattered by the decision, as if it confirmed that she saw the house as her haven. It did occur to me that the birth might have come upon her suddenly, but then I read that pregnant hares – like most other animals – spend time choosing a safe place as they reach full term. I had not expected that this new stage in the hare’s story was one that I would be able to witness, and I resolved to make the most of the opportunity.
For the next month, I watched the hare feed, protect and discipline her leverets. In the early morning light, they played in the flower bed amid the lavender and the roses, tumbling over each other and delicately nibbling at the flowers. As the sun rose, they disappeared, each to their own form in a different spot in the garden. Any time one of the three made an unauthorised foray during daylight hours, the mother hare pounced fiercely, diving at the offending leveret with outstretched paws, until it ducked back into its hiding place.
At dusk, she would feed her leverets under my bedroom window, in a spot where the land was highest and the view on all sides was clear. As the light began to fade, the leverets emerged from their separate hiding places, and gradually converged on a bare patch of earth surrounded by grass teeming with clover flowers, bone-grey in the near-darkness. The hare watched them for about half an hour, keeping her distance, during what must have been the period of greatest peril for her and the leverets, when they would be visible to passing predators. At some shift in the light, undetectable to me, she raced over until she covered them completely with her body. As they fed, she washed them vigorously with her tongue. She was firm, and brisk, and constantly on guard for danger. After no time at all, she bolted off, leaving them sprawling.
Apart from those brief moments, I never saw them together until they were older and started to follow her around. She seemed to make a point of avoiding giving away their locations by spending time either inside the house or in the inner courtyard, where she had otherwise not been for months.
Raising leverets, I came to understand, is an exclusively female activity. Most books I read said that hares provide little parental care for their young: a trait that the Encylopaedia of Mammals describes as ‘absentee parentism’. These assertions did not accord with the scene I observed in the garden, where the hare remained close by throughout the day, ensuring that the leverets stayed undercover while keeping an eye out for predators. On several occasions I watched her lunge fearlessly at crows that came too close, wielding her front legs like a battering ram and successfully chasing them off her territory, despite their larger size and formidable beaks. Only after a full two weeks did she resume leaving the garden at night. Until then, she shadowed the house, maintaining her watch even as she lay on her bench inside.
In literature the hare is the very emblem of fearfulness. In Twelfth Night, Shakespeare describes ‘a very dishonest, paltry boy . . . more a coward than a hare’. The Greek orator Demosthenes warned, in his speech ‘On the Crown’, against living ‘the life of a hare, in fear and trembling’. Aesop’s fable ‘The Hares and the Frogs’ describes hares as ‘very timid’, saying that ‘the least shadow sends them scurrying in fright to a hiding place’. Yet the hare in her maternity was tenacious and courageous, and the care she took to confront a threat to her leverets showed resourcefulness rather than neglect. Elsewhere the hare is described as easily distracted, trembling, highly strung, melancholy and strange. This too could not have contrasted more sharply with my experience. Instead of being cowardly, the hare and her leverets were careful. Rather than being fearful, they were inquisitive, lively and even sociable.
One leveret was visibly larger and more daring than the others. One day, it wandered inside the house, only for the hare to chase it out, back towards its hiding place. The smaller two were always together, and one had an ear that seemed to never stand fully upright. On hot days, they drank copious amounts of water from a dish I put out for them. Their routines were identical to their mother’s, laying to rest any lingering thought I’d had that her own behaviour as a leveret had been altered by her contact with me. In the morning, they rested, sunbathed and played. They discovered their mother’s dust bath and darted in and out of it. At other times, when the leverets were in hiding, passing pheasants would fluff up their feathers and fan their wings in the dirt, luxuriating in the sunshine.
The leverets patrolled the wall as their mother once did, the instinct to jump up appearing even before their legs had the power to execute the leap. But the day was not far off, and eventually, they succeeded. The bold one went first; the others followed after a few days. That night not only did they return, but they came back together, vaulting the wall one after the other in quick and easy succession. That their mother felt a compulsion to return strong enough to motivate her to jump the wall was no longer a surprise to me, but that they too felt a similar connection to the place where they were born, when the entire surrounding countryside lay open to them, amazed me. Hares are almost invariably described as solitary, but I watched as over the following weeks the hare and her leverets returned over the wall each day. Long after they were weaned they appeared to retain a link with each other, contrary to most accounts of hares’ habits, and would often arrive in the garden, singly or together, to rest or feed briefly.
Eventually, the mother hare’s leverets melted into the landscape and stopped returning. If they lingered nearby, I could not tell, since there was no sure way of identifying them at a distance, even if at times I thought I recognised one or other of them from a familiar stance or a certain cock of the ear. Like their mother’s, their pelt would change with the seasons, and male hares in particular are believed to disperse from their place of birth as they reach sexual maturity, a biological urge designed to improve their reproductive prospects. I was unlikely ever to see them again.
The hare had given birth to them in secret, and they had never come into the house. It was only by chance that I had learnt of their existence, and been able to catch glimpses of them through the window. Still, I was sad to see them go, but it felt as if the circle had been completed, and I was pleased that her offspring were fully wild. It was an experience I had never thought to witness, and it seemed magical that she had chosen to raise her litter in my garden. When I first found the mother hare as a leveret, I had thought of it as a creature that depended on me, as perhaps it did for the first few weeks of its life. But I knew now that she knew everything necessary for her own care, survival and indeed reproduction. She needed nothing from me other than that I do her no harm, which might serve as a motto for all wild animals. All she required was a little space, a patch of sun in which to lie, and peace. This realisation made her continued presence in the garden and the house all the more precious, since it was by choice.
While her leverets had gone, the hare remained. I spent those late summer weeks with friends for whom my home had become a retreat from the city. One day we stumbled across a hedgerow brimming with wild damsons – black spherical fruit, the size of small plums, with a dusty purple bloom. We filled our hats and pockets with the dark fruit and, having brought back far more than could be put to a single use, embarked on making damson jam, coulis, cake and even liqueur, rich purple in hue and with a tang and taste as distinctive as its colour. The fruit was abundant, I realised, because the farmer who worked that particular field allowed that section of hedge to grow undisturbed. The concentration of hares was particularly dense around that length of hedgerow, where there was also a band of set-aside land. Both offered cover to the hares as well as producing the profuse crop from which we had foraged.
By contrast, most of the hedges in the vicinity were cut several times a year in order to prevent them from shading crops in the fields or obscuring the road to drivers. The very reason why farmers might wish to cut back hedges – because crops struggle to grow in their shadow – is why they are favourable to hares. Weeds grow in the vicinity, enriching their food supply, and the branches of a hedge provide refuge, in addition to being edible.
The nature of mechanised farming means that this hedge-cutting is done with a tractor fitted with a battery of flail blades spinning at high speed. It shreds a hedge in seconds, razing it to a uniform height marked by thousands of splintered ends, as if the branches had exploded rather than been cut. The result of such treatment is a weakened and barren hedge, riven with gaps stripped of the berries, nuts and hips that help sustain birds during the winter, and with less of the deep tangled shelter favoured by wildlife.
Part of the reason that so many hedges had been cut back so sharply – or demolished altogether – is because of the related practice of ploughing the field right up to the very edge, to make the most of every inch of land. This has the effect of removing the uncultivated grass or wildflower corridors which hares use as thoroughfares, and which are an important source of plant diversity.
Old maps of the area showed that several hedges had been lost in order to enlarge the fields. With the agreement of the owners of the neighbouring land, that summer I extended the hedge beyond my house, planting nearly a thousand new saplings – known as ‘whips’ – in a neat twin row down to the roadside. These were a mix of native trees, chosen for their suitability for local conditions, including hawthorn, blackthorn, field maple, oak, hazel and dog rose. The base of each sapling was wrapped in a transparent tree guard to protect it against the teeth of rabbits – or hares – but all else was left to nature. In ten years’ time, the hedge would be ‘laid’ by hand, with each stem cut nearly completely through just above ground level so it can be bent over and fastened to the ground, creating a horizontal structure from which a mass of new thick side shoots grows, thickening over time into a natural windbreak, a home for dormice, hedgehogs and insects; a dank haven for mushrooms and fungi and lichen; and a rich source of food for songbirds. Every six metres or so we planted a taller specimen that, unlike the rest of the hedge, would be left to grow over time into a tall, spreading tree. And in the battered existing hedgerows I planted oak and spindle and maple, relishing making these incremental improvements to the habitat that, were it not for the hare, would perhaps never have occurred to me.
In the process I learnt more about the land, including the existence of a deep shallow declivity nearby that, in the past, would have been a pond for the watering of plough horses or livestock. This pond had silted up over the years. In many other places, ponds were filled in to expand agricultural land when the era of the plough horse gave way to the tractor. We scraped out the accumulated silt with a digger, restoring the pond and adding a pile of stone and logs at the water’s edge as a refuge for newts. The cavity that first looked muddy and forlorn slowly began to fill, and within no time brimmed with wind-ruffled water, its banks studded with purple cornflowers, drawing deer and other wildlife.
I knew that each decision involved a trade-off. The hedges would help the songbirds, but would also provide a perch for the birds of prey that hunted them. Hedgehogs would scurry through the cover, but so too would the stoats and weasels that hunted leverets.
Closer to home, I dug in a row of a hundred lavender plants beneath the fruit trees to attract bees, and attempted to establish more trees in my garden. Here my imagination collided with the reality of the dense clay soil, which caused persistent waterlogging and killed off some plants within weeks. Two foot-high spruce saplings I planted side by side withered to dead wood before my eyes, their lifeless needles a sad echo of the vigorous green growth I’d hoped to see. It had one unexpected benefit, however, in providing a new form of shelter for the hare. She would lie at the foot of one of the lifeless young trees, using its dead foliage as camouflage, or sit behind it, her body concealed and one ear protruding on each side of the stem.
As well as introducing new plants, I began to learn what to let alone, realising with a sense of shame at my ignorance that the nettles beyond the wall – which I had always previously chopped down every summer – were essential to the red admiral, peacock and painted lady butterflies which laid their eggs upon the leaves, so that their caterpillars might feed on them. Likewise, the long grass behind the house that had fortuitously provided shelter for the leverets now became a magnet for goldfinches, which somehow found their way, amid the open fields, to this undisturbed spot rich in seed and insects. I decided to leave it uncut altogether, noticing that the clover and dandelions that would normally be razed by the mower were rich food for the hare, and that she could also eat thistles without apparent discomfort.
The hare was now approaching her second winter. She still came to the door most days without fail. Her link with me and with the house did not seem to be fading. On the few occasions I was late opening the door for her, she would sit nearby for hours, waiting patiently. But, as the world opened back up, it was proving harder by the day to avoid returning to London, and I knew I could not guarantee being at the house in time for her dawn or afternoon arrivals. I needed a permanent solution. Otherwise, I faced a choice between giving up on my work and giving up on the hare. The former was impossible, the latter felt unthinkable.
I no longer felt the need to pretend to be nonchalant about the hare. People who knew me well had teased me mercilessly for adjusting my life to a wild animal – and to a hare, no less! A commonplace creature. The subject of children’s books. Small, brown, and not even a pet, at that. And yet it had a powerful enough appeal to make me linger, since I had the feeling of an experience not yet seen through to the end. Its beauty and extraordinary behaviour had also begun to affect others.
The carpenter I had consulted before agreed to return again, and this time he threw himself into solving the problem. He fashioned a perfect, hare-sized door, set into the main pane of glass, complete with bolts, hinges, and weatherboard to keep out the rain. It was soon to prove its value in a way that I could never have foreseen.



  
‘The hare is deeply devoted to its offspring and dreads both the designs of huntsmen and the attacks of foxes; and it has no less a horror of the attacks of birds, and even more so of the cry of ravens and of eagles. For there is no treaty of peace between these birds and it.’
—Aelian (c. 175–235 AD), On the Nature of Animals
As I stood holding the severed ends of the router cable, I experienced a rare moment of exasperation with the hare. I looked at her as she sat nearby, licking her muzzle and inspecting her front paws, a picture of calm unconcern. The gnawed edges of the copper wiring were needle-sharp beneath my fingertips. What harm will it have done to her gums? I thought. My gaze wandered across the room and settled upon the opposite wall. I sighed. She had snipped through the TV cable as well.
It was late April, and the hare was now just over two years old. For two nights in a row, instead of disappearing into the landscape at dusk, she had slept on a strange ‘fairy circle’ of pale moss that had formed in the middle of the long grass in the garden. I’d watched her lie on this mossy bed, unmoving as a sphinx, facing the sinking sun, until darkness fell. The morning light disclosed her resting in exactly the same position, only rotated to face the sunrise. There was something uncanny, almost mystical, about her stillness, which was unusual even by her normal standards. During the day, I found her lying on the gravel under the kitchen window, sunbathing out in the open, her stomach heaving in the heat and her head lolling against her paws. She had resumed spending time upstairs in my bedroom in the mornings, which she had not done since she was a leveret. Severing dangling cables seemed in keeping with her peculiar mood.
As I ransacked boxes and drawers looking for a spare cable, the hare wandered outside. She dozed in the sun against the wall of the house as the morning passed. But not long after midday, I found her with her nose pressed up against the glass door in the sitting room, waiting to be let in. I bent down to open her door. She hurried in before I’d manoeuvred a log in place to hold the door open. Ignoring both me and her bowls of food, she rushed straight into the office. I heard her paws on the staircase as she climbed up to the bedroom and padded around on the carpeted floor before cantering back downstairs. That’s a little odd, I thought. She always ate before lying down, and she seemed uncharacteristically restless. Later on, going into my office to retrieve a book, I stopped in my tracks. There was a flash of white tail behind the curtain nearest to my desk. The fabric’s long folds, reaching down to the carpet, quivered slightly. Now that’s truly odd, I thought. Not since she was a leveret had the hare ever rested anywhere without a clear view of the ground around her.
I watched for long enough to be sure that she was hiding, rather than playing, and then stepped away, wondering if she was ill, or had taken fright at something in the garden. I left her alone, occasionally looking into the room from an outside window, as unobtrusively as possible. The cloth quivered slightly, but there was nothing else to give away her presence. Just before three o’clock, some two hours after her initial disappearance, I saw the hare pressed up against the wall in the narrow gap between the curtain edge and the bookcase, nosing something at her feet.
Not long after, the hare left the house and washed herself at length just outside the door. I watched as she then eased her way into the middle of the sage bush, plucking ravenously at the young green leaves. As I considered what she might do next, she sprang in long bounds towards the end of the hedge nearest the fruit trees, and sank into the deep cover, out of sight.
I waited until she had settled, and then went quietly into the office. The curtain was absolutely still and hung as straight as ever, with no perceptible bulge or misalignment. Holding my breath, I pulled it a few centimetres away from the wall, and looked behind it.
There, pressed closely together, with dark chocolate fur and bottomless, coal-black eyes, were a pair of leverets. They lay with their muzzles to the wall, their ears squeezed tightly to their backs. Neither of the two had a white mark on its forehead (suggesting the theory that pairs of leverets are always marked in this way is not correct), but in all other respects they were copies of their mother. The floor around them appeared to be bone dry, without a trace of blood or afterbirth to stain the pale carpet, and they were immaculately clean, their fur standing out in a thick protective haze around their sturdy little bodies. I dropped the curtain back with a prickle in my throat.
Only the evening before, when out for a walk with a friend, I had commented that even if we were to pass within inches of a leveret curled up in its form, it would be unlikely to move and reveal itself. I would probably never see a newborn leveret again in my lifetime, I said. Now, there was a pair in my house.
All of the hare’s curious behaviour in recent days was now explained, but still seemed incredible. When the hare had leverets the previous year, I had only detected them when they were two weeks old and adventurous enough to be visible in the garden during the day. This time, she had chosen to give birth in the house, behind the chair I sat in every day to work.
I knew from my research that a doe hare has on average eight leverets a year. This rate of fertility continues until a female hare is between four and six years old, if she lives that long. I was now aware of the hare having had two sets of leverets – the three born the previous summer, and now this pair of spring leverets.
I crept out of the room. I was staggered by the level of trust the hare had shown. She had given birth in absolute secrecy and silence. She had fed her leverets, settled them and then left, trusting that they would be safe with me. Yet I could not be sure that it was normal that she had gone, and I worried that she might not return to feed them.
Not long afterwards, I noticed another puzzling detail. I could see one pair of creamy forepaws protruding slightly from under the bottom edge of the curtain, curved like little half-moons. Next to these, I saw a single paw pointing sole-up towards the sky, with its toes – already complete with minuscule claws – curled inwards like a fist. That’s a hind leg, I thought. It should not face up that way. I drew the cloth back and saw that the bigger of the two leverets lay on its front with its rear legs stuck straight out behind its body. What is wrong with it? I wondered. Is it paralysed? How will it survive?
Recalling how much I had feared for the hare’s life when she was a leveret, I felt out of my depth all over again. For a moment I wished that the hare had chosen to have these leverets in the garden, in which case if this little one were fated not to survive, I’d probably never have known of its brief existence. I looked out of the window at the mother hare, lying peacefully in the hedge, and wondered if she had noticed the deformity. Would she abandon her leveret if it could not keep up? What should I do if she did? What future could there be for a hare that could not run?
I washed my hands and doused them with a little of the milk supplement I had used to feed the hare when she was a newborn, so that, if I now left any traces on her leveret, it might at least be a familiar scent. I pulled the curtain aside carefully and picked up the leveret to examine its hind legs. It made quiet puffing noises of anxiety – a touching series of soft, warning grunts – but did not seem to be in pain. I tried gently folding its legs underneath its body as I placed it back down on the carpet. But when I looked into the room later, I saw that its back paws had sprung back into the same unnatural position. I realised I would have to put my trust in nature.
For the rest of the day the leverets lay hidden as I moved around the house, only the tips of their paws visible. How the mother hare would behave now was a mystery to me. It occurred to me that she might react aggressively if I accidentally got between her and her leverets, or could generally be more wary of me.
I received my answer just before nightfall, when the hare slipped back into the house. She came straight up to me in the kitchen, rearing back on her hind legs and patting my thigh with her feather-light paws. I crouched down, and she leant her body against my side. She stayed close to me for a while before drawing away, in the process uttering her soft call once again. The meaning of this tantalising sound still eluded me. Brown hares are said to squeal and grind their teeth when injured or threatened and to growl during mating. Canadian snowshoe hares reportedly make a clicking noise during the breeding season or to call to their young, but this still didn’t correspond to the noise I heard. Nothing I have found since comes close to describing the gentle sound the hare made after it had been feeding from my hand when it was a leveret, and that she continued to utter to me even after she became a mother.
As night fell, the hare lay beneath her favourite plum tree, turned, as ever, towards the setting sun. I left her door open, climbed the stairs and went to bed, treading quietly, conscious of the leverets hiding in the room immediately beneath me. In the morning, I saw from the camera recording that the hare had fed her leverets three times in the night – at ten o’clock, at two in the morning, and then at five, by which time it was already light; a far more frequent feeding pattern than that described in the studies I had read, which asserted that mother hares only nurse their young once in twenty-four hours, after sunset. Each time she approached the curtain carefully, sniffing it warily. The leverets spilled out as she arrived, the larger one pulling itself along with its front paws, its hind legs dragging weakly behind it, like a freshly hatched turtle.
She sat on her haunches, her body at forty-five degrees to the ground, her front legs spread in a wide stance to form a tent above and around her offspring as they suckled. They climbed over each other in their haste to press close to her, kneading her chest with their tiny paws. As the warm milk trickled into their eager mouths, their legs gradually gave way beneath them, until they collapsed entirely and she rolled them over to clean them while their back paws flailed softly in the air; then she darted away without warning, leaving them floundering on the carpet, warm, bemused and sated. After a brief period of recovery, she pushed them back out of sight, pressing the curtain tight against the wall with her paws.
Her final act was to scrape the carpet nearby, turning in circles as she did this, as if she were erasing her tracks or piling up non-existent grass and soil around the form to mask its smell. She used her long front legs for this as well, first one and then the other, in a curiously slow and delicate manner. The ease and elegance of the gesture was at odds with the harsh scraping sound produced by her claws on the carpet, testament to the wiry strength in those thin legs. When she had finished, she leapt a metre or so away in a single bound, as if to break the trail leading up to the form. I noticed in the morning that she had also gathered – and presumably eaten – the few microscopic droppings I’d seen on the floor after the birth. This was all behaviour I had not had a chance to witness with her previous leverets.
The next day, I kept up the charade that there were no leverets in my office, smiling to myself whenever I caught sight of their dust-coloured forepaws. It reminded me of playing hide-and-seek with a child, when you know full well where they are but make an exaggerated show of being unable to find them. As long as I ignored the leverets, both the hare and I could maintain the pretence that they were invisible.
I marvelled at the strength of their instinct to remain concealed. We think of youthful beings as impetuous and uncontrollable. But the lessons of millennia of their species’ survival kept these frail animals pinned in place, even in the alien surroundings of a house, for the roughly sixteen hours of daylight at that time of the year. The hare herself kept close to the house, nibbling the sage bush, coming in to be fed, and lying on her bench. She seemed untroubled as I went in and out of the room where her charges lay. We had crossed another barrier in the human–animal relationship – in whatever light it was that she viewed me, she trusted me near her young.
Still, I hurried upstairs to bed before nightfall, wishing to avoid disturbing her night-time routine, knowing that unless they were fed, the leverets would eventually starve. I watched via the camera as they edged out from behind the curtain and sat side by side waiting for their mother, their heads bobbing up and down, and their ears held stiffly upright as they peered through the darkness. At ten o’clock precisely the hare arrived and fed them just as before, but this time she seemed content for them to explore the office afterwards, which they did, reeling to keep their footing. The larger leveret moved unevenly, its rear legs collapsing behind its body at times, or simply dragging. It seemed to tire quickly, falling in a heap while its smaller, more energetic sibling reeled around the room. Unlike the first night, the hare spent most of the night inside the house, leaving only briefly at four, before returning an hour later for her dawn patrol and a final feed of her progeny.
In the morning, I could not find the leverets. I quietly searched the room until I finally found the larger one under a radiator – invisible until I dropped down to see it at eye level. It had had to flatten itself to squeeze into the low cavity, its legs pushed out behind it. The second leveret was even harder to find, but I eventually discovered it hidden in the gap between the office door and the wall, where its mother used to hide. It had inched its way forward until it reached the very hinge of the door and could go no further. As I looked at it from the other side, I could see a dark eye staring back at me, huge in proportion to the slight, chocolate-coloured body. Both leverets lay in these hiding places all day long, without stirring.
I was moved by the fact that the hare did not seem troubled by my physical proximity to her leverets. Instead, she played an old familiar game with me, waiting for me in the courtyard that morning after she’d fed on porridge oats and pear. I came out, sat on the back steps and called to her. She jumped and spun at my feet before making her way to the gate, looking back at me over her shoulder, inviting me to open it and waiting patiently until I did. It was the first time she had seemed inclined to venture out of the garden in nearly a week. She slipped out through the gate, sniffing the ground as if taking in the scent of the day, before bounding down the track, springing and twisting high above the ground. It was a still, sun-drenched morning – the first of the month, May Day – and she seemed to leap for joy, simply to feel the strength and vigour in her body. I watched as she ran a circuit around the outer perimeter of the garden fence, then jumped back over the wall, before scorching past my feet and out of the gate again. Finally, when she tired, she returned and slept in the house.
That night – the third since the leverets were born – produced an unexpected drama. The leverets emerged from their hiding places at eight o’clock, as the day faded to dusk. By nine-thirty, they had drawn close together and sat side by side, their bodies and noses touching, awaiting their mother. She again appeared exactly at ten o’clock, scouting the perimeter of the room carefully before covering the leverets with her body while they fed. When she lunged away one was left beached on its back, its paws waving in the air as it sought to right itself. She stayed close by, on the step, but facing away from the leverets, towards the source of any possible danger. Perhaps as a result, she did not immediately notice when the smallest leveret tottered up beside her, sniffed the smooth wooden lip of the step, and promptly tumbled over it, landing flat on its face on the step below. It lay marooned, unable to get a purchase on the slippery wood and jump back up into the office, and at imminent risk of falling down the remaining steps into the sitting room. The hare came down and sat guard beside it. I hesitated, unsure whether to help, at the risk of frightening the hare and causing the leveret to bolt off the ledge.
I decided I must try, and began to walk downstairs while calling gently to the mother hare. To my surprise, she ran straight towards me and pawed my leg. She followed me as I turned to where her leveret lay flat, its front paws splayed and chin resting helplessly on the step. She sniffed my hands as I bent down, scooped up the fallen leveret and gently deposited it back on the carpet of the office, whereupon it shot off into the darkness. The hare sat at my side as I built a low barricade of cushions across the doorway to stop a repeat incident for a few nights longer, until the leverets grew big enough to descend the steps themselves.
She stood guard at intervals for the rest of the night, watching over them in their different corners of the room and touching them very gently with her nose, before slipping away into the garden. I never saw her carry them in her mouth, as it is sometimes suggested hares do. This pattern continued, and gradually the leverets grew stronger. I watched as the weaker one slowly gained control of its legs, and began to be able to keep pace with its smaller sibling. A week passed and the leverets were still in the house. I waited for the night that she would lead them outside, which I hoped would come soon, so that they would be able to adapt to life in the wild.



  
‘Ere I speak how the hare should be hunted, it is to be known that the hare is king of all venery . . . for certain it is the most marvellous beast that is.’
—Edward of Norwich, The Master of Game, 1406
Every night, the leverets emerged earlier from their daytime hiding places to explore the room in short bursts of wobbly speed, moving from cover to cover, like diminutive commandos, listening intently. They huddled together in the middle of the carpet, the nose of one under the chin of the other. They licked each other and shuffled closer as the minutes crawled by. I would relax as the hare silently materialised in the room and the leverets moved to meet her. She had maintained her habit of visiting them at least three times a night during their first week, and now fed them twice nightly.
In the morning, after the dawn feed, she pushed them back into their hiding places with her broad, soft nose and moved next door, sleeping on her bench while they hid. Sunlight flooded the garden. It was a dry spring, and there had been no rain for weeks. At midday she rose, and after a deep, lingering, spine-lengthening stretch – her body lean and elastic and her flanks concave with effort – she loped outside.
For the first time since the leverets were born, I watched her leap onto the garden wall. With her body astride the rough stone, she took a moment to survey the field, her ears questing forward and nostrils flaring, before calmly dropping into the long grass below. The field was alive with strings of hares, running in hot pursuit of desirable females.
The hare no longer felt the need, it seemed, to stay so close to the house, or else was following other urges. But she still raced back inside on her powerful legs at her accustomed hours. In the dark, she became a different being. With her head held high, her muscular limbs, her regal ears, and her strong body standing over them, providing both shelter and nourishment, she must have seemed to her leverets – as she did to me – an almost mythical figure. It was hard to believe that within a matter of months they would acquire similar proportions.
According to one of the research papers that I had accumulated, the ears of a newborn brown hare are thirty-five millimetres in length, on average, but grow to an adult length of up to fourteen centimetres. Perhaps the long hours they spent in cover, I thought, were necessary for their growth, as much as for evading predators.
Working at my desk the next day, I could see the larger leveret’s pale paw-tips resting on the carpet under the edge of the curtain. I pictured in my mind’s eye its ears swelling and growing, like a time-lapse video of a plant pushing its way from the soil and unfurling. The smaller leveret seemed either unwilling to settle or else unable to contain its curiosity, and had by now already tried out several different resting places, including a niche in the angle of the bookcases where they didn’t quite meet. Each morning, I carefully checked the room in case they had moved, worried that I might accidentally blunder into one.
I was grateful for the hare’s door, since leaving it open night and day meant that she could always reach her leverets. I noticed that my perception of ‘indoors’ and ‘outdoors’ had dissolved since leaving part of the house permanently open to the elements and to the passage of the mother hare. Gusts of wind blew in and stole around my legs. Sounds that I had noticed only intermittently before now reached me every night and were linked in my mind with the hare’s movements: the harsh cacophony of jackdaws settling in the tops of the wood at nightfall; the reverberation of nameless wings; fragments of whistling birdsong; and the piercing call of pheasants, all growing louder as the colours of the landscape merged into one. This nocturnal medley – wild, chaotic, and disconcerting to my ears – heralded the hours where the hare would be at her most alert and active. She seemed to have no fear of being shut out of the house and separated from her leverets. Once again, I felt the subtle weight of the invisible bond of trust between us. It was as fragile as the whiskers that I occasionally found on the carpet – like miniature porcupine quills.
The unbroken stretch of sunny days gave way to rain, and the chill was enough to warrant a fire. I crept past the mother hare on her bench to place another log in the stove. She gazed at me over her paws without moving, only stepping out into the downpour some hours later, following her mysterious purposes. That evening, she was soaked through when she returned. Her fur was sleek with rain. She stood up on her hind legs to spin the moisture from her fur, showering me with flecks of rain-water. She pawed her brows dry and wrung out the roots of her ears. Her eyes were dark and lustrous, her winter coat just beginning to develop. Groomed to her satisfaction, she moved a short distance away before tucking her paws under her on the carpet, lying by the cooling embers of the fire. Her leverets dozed – or sat lost in reverie – just metres away, in the other room. The house smelled faintly like digestive biscuits: the scent of hares.
The leverets became increasingly adventurous, testing the boundaries of their mother’s tolerance. If they had the nerve to enter the room while she was eating, their heads bobbing up and down inquisitively, one sharp look from her was enough to send them fleeing back into the office. I had no such effect upon them, and they regarded me, it seemed, with bemusement or wary acceptance. At night I could hear them racing madly around the office beneath me, their blunt claws producing a scraping sound against the coarse-grained carpet. The hare still fed them twice a night, and they had taken to waiting for her on the staircase, huddled side by side. If I passed them on the steps after nightfall, they drew more closely together, but did not flee. When their mother returned, they launched themselves at her and fed feverishly.
Gradually their world enlarged, and when they were nearly three weeks old, they both ventured outside for a few minutes at dawn. They met nose to nose in the office, goading each other into a series of bounds around the carpet, until one broke off and sped into the sitting room, the other hard on its heels, racing to the exit. They jostled each other in the doorway out into the garden as they both tried to leave at the same time, and then slipped out one by one, milliseconds apart. I wondered what it must be like for them to encounter grass for the first time, to smell the wind over dry earth and plants heavy with flower, and to be assailed by all the sounds of the wild. Eventually, they grew bold enough to play in the flower bed together. I did not see them slip back into the house in the morning, but come daylight, there they were, each in their respective resting place.
I was responsible for an abrupt change in the pattern when an electrician arrived to drill a hole in the office wall, displacing the larger leveret for the first time in its short life. It ran upstairs, never again returning to its place behind the curtain. I missed seeing the bulge of its body behind the drape as I worked, and the furry tips of its paws when it thought it was invisible.
From then on both the leverets commandeered my bedroom. After a few interrupted nights listening to their nocturnal play, I decided to sleep in the spare room at the other end of the house. I was quite keen to be able to turn on the shower without having to check first if there was a leveret asleep in it. The next day, as I gathered up my favourite pillow, blanket and clothes and eased my way out of the room past the sleeping leverets, I realised I too was moving my form, and doing so with far less ease than my animal companions.
That night I settled in the other room and fell asleep, only to be woken, some hours later, by the irregular one-two, one-two of the leverets’ paws on the carpet. They had come downstairs, roamed around the sitting room, then run along the corridor and down another short flight of steps to reach the far end of the barn. It seemed too great a coincidence that they had immediately sought out the room I had moved to, perhaps out of sheer curiosity. I drifted asleep to the soft heartbeat of their deft paws roving under the bed. I wondered why, unlike their mother, the leverets were comfortable at this end of the house. She had never conquered her dislike of the slippery wood and stone surfaces. Perhaps she was reluctant to be too far from her door and her escape route to the outside world, or remembered her brief experience in the enclosure I had made for her here. Whether because they lacked these experiences, or because they were emboldened by being a pair, no part of the house was out of bounds as far as these leverets were concerned.
In the morning, I would find both of them lying on the sofa like a pair of basking seals, close to each other, their ears cocked watchfully, or standing on the windowsill looking out at the world, their breath creating minute circles of fog against the glass. They would run leisurely for the open door as I entered, cautious but unafraid. Soon both leverets would climb up the stairs to sleep in my room, in a pattern uncannily similar to their mother’s when she was young. The sense of safety that had drawn her there seemed to appeal to them too. In the afternoon, they played in the garden. They seemed to delight in the discovery of different textures and surfaces, reminding me of the way their mother used to dance on a rug laid out in the garden. One day, one of them shocked me by leaping up into my lap and drumming enthusiastically on my legs and stomach. As I was sitting still, it had perhaps mistaken me for a piece of furniture. Looking at the leveret close-up, I noticed that the black iris of its eye had changed to gleaming amber.
That afternoon, I had to leave on a three-week trip to America. In the days before I left, the mother hare surprised me by spending time in her old bedroom. I shut the door through to that end of the house on the day I departed, thinking to limit the number of rooms through which the leverets could rampage during my absence. I felt a pang as I drove away, leaving the sleeping hare and leverets behind me. From the other side of the Atlantic, I watched by camera as the leverets turned a month old and started nibbling from their mother’s bowl of porridge oats. She still fed them at night, nosing them tenderly, but before long she was driving them outside for some misdemeanour with a warning jump in their direction. As soon as her back was turned, they would dash back inside and up the stairs. It was not until another week had passed that I saw the hare first refuse to feed them, shaking them off when they attempted to attach themselves to her. That night, the leverets spent all the hours of darkness outdoors for the first time, perhaps marking their transition to self-sufficiency.
The hare was nowhere to be found when I returned from my trip. The weather was fine, and the fields warm and inviting, their edges thick with camomile and poppy flowers. She materialised in her mysterious way two days later. She seemed plump, and stately, and unhurried, compared to her now-lanky leverets. She once again called to me, with a soft huff.
Despite having weaned her leverets, the hare stayed close to the house, lying at the edge of the flower bed. I wondered if she was beginning to slow down. With these thoughts running through my mind, I was startled by the sight of movement in the undergrowth beneath my window, a tiny figure working its way in fits and starts through the foliage and nibbling at the petals, its springy, wobbly back legs too large for its body. Catching sight of me, it darted back under cover. I eventually made it out at the foot of a foxglove plant: a towering, tapering belfry, as tall as me, studded with pink, bell-shaped flowers swaying demurely in the breeze, a fringe of broad leaves circling its base like a spiral staircase.
The little creature darted between the plants within a metre of where I stood behind the glass. It was unmistakably a young leveret. It was active, running around outside the safety of its form during the daylight hours, so it was not a newborn. Its eyes seemed to already have the makings of the amber iris which I had not detected in the other leverets until they were three weeks old, and which had taken nearly a month to form in their mother.
It seemed possible, therefore, that it was between two and four weeks old. I cast my mind back over the hare’s behaviour before I left on my trip. I recalled her uncharacteristic exploration of the far end of the house. I wondered if she had been looking for a place to give birth in the house, and whether I had made that impossible by closing the intervening door when I went away. A possible alternative was that the leveret had been born around the interval of the hare’s most recent disappearance. In either case, the pregnancies were likely to have overlapped. The other conceivable explanation – that the hare had fallen pregnant immediately after giving birth to the first set of leverets – seemed unlikely given that she had not left the garden for many days after they were born. Far from being old and weary as I had feared, watching her rest among the flowers, she had been guarding her new leveret. I also considered the possibility that it might be a leveret from another mother, but there were no other hares in the garden.
In medical terms, superfetation is defined as ‘the fertilization of a second ovum some time after the start of pregnancy, resulting in two foetuses of different maturity in the same uterus’. According to research into the phenomenon – which remains in some doubt due to a lack of understanding of the biological mechanism by which it is enabled – it results in the growth of fertilised eggs in the uterus of a hare alongside a developed foetus. Superfetation has been observed to occur naturally in some 13 per cent of hare pregnancies, and has been carried out artificially under laboratory conditions. It is not known whether it is a reproductive strategy that enables a doe to have a greater number of offspring in the course of a year, therefore increasing the chances of some surviving, or if it is simply the product of an anomaly in certain hares. Superfetation is believed to occur in the American mink and the European badger as well, but unlike hares’, their offspring are all born on the same day. According to the scientific literature on hares, the second pregnancy could arise any time after the thirty-fourth day of the first, so that the two sets of leverets could be born within twenty-four or twenty-five days of each other, but superfetation has been described as ‘rare’ in the wild. I wondered if the fact that the hare was well fed, in good condition and sheltered had contributed to the occurrence.
It was also striking to me that the foxglove plant was only separated by the width of a wall from the place where the hare had given birth to her second litter. While this might have been coincidental, it was as close to the previous birthing spot as it was possible to be while being outside. The thought that there could be other leverets – siblings to this newcomer – camouflaged in the garden led me to stay up until nightfall, to see if I could detect any further movement or glimpse the hare. But not a leaf stirred as darkness fell, leaving me none the wiser.



  
‘Man has nothing that the animals have not at least a vestige of, the animals have nothing that man does not in some degree share.’
—Ernest Thompson Seton, Wild Animals I Have Known, 1898
The next day, and the one that followed, passed without any sight of the small leveret. I began to doubt that I had really seen it, or imagined that it had already been devoured. As if to confirm my fears, I scared off a stoat that was prowling the stone tiles outside the kitchen. It bolted into a crevice in the old sheepfold wall, over a metre above the ground. I watched from a distance, wary that it might attack if cornered. It made several feints at leaving, pulling back each time it saw me, its birdlike eyes glinting consideringly. Its triangular-shaped head was oddly reminiscent of a snake’s. Eventually it disappeared.
Just as I was about to return inside, I saw a flash of movement. The stoat’s head was jutting out from a horizontal gash in the lichen-stained rock, a full ten feet away from the hole by which it had entered. A chunk of aged mortar had fallen out, like an old filling, leaving a crack so fine that the stoat’s lean torso filled it entirely. It must have found a path through the old stone wall, slinking between the rubble and gravel filling the cavity at its heart, perhaps drawn by the light filtering through a thousand imperceptible chinks in its surface. The stoat scanned the ground and then poured out of the gap in a single, sinuous movement, like honey over the lip of a glass, its paws gripping the stone as it flowed down the wall. I felt a chill, as if the sight had awoken some deep ancestral memory of other, larger predators deadly to man.
The hare and her older leverets might have a chance of eluding the stoat, but the new leveret would be helpless in the face of such a dangerous creature. I suddenly saw the hare’s precautions with her leverets – even in the comparative safety of the house – in a different light. Clearing up their droppings, scouring their fur with her tongue, scraping the ground around their hiding places, leaping away from them to break up her trail, and chasing them back into place if they ventured out during the daylight hours – these things were the difference between life and death.
I knew by now that there was nothing I could do to drive the stoats from the garden, nor to protect the hares from the buzzards and kestrels that keened above me in the summer skies and the fat carrion crows that would land in the garden every day. Attempting to chase them off was as futile as trying to pin down the wind. There was no barrier that could possibly keep them from the garden, and they hunted by night as well as by day. My only hope was that they might find easier prey. There were rich pickings to be had, including a family of ten pheasant chicks that had recently hatched in a corner of the hedge. I offered up guilty prayers that if the stoats had to feed, please let them take a pheasant chick instead – or one of the plump young rabbits I had observed among the newly planted potato crops – aware of the hypocrisy of favouring one species over another.
Not all the inhabitants of the garden were dangerous. Wagtails bobbed around the hares as they foraged in the grass. Larks filled the skies with rippling, rising song. A red-legged partridge marched along the ridge stone of the barn in the evening: a rotund, plucky figure, puffing out its chest, gradually working itself up to its song – a deafening cacophony of clicks, screeches and honks, like the grind of broken machinery. Singing its lonely heart out for a mate, it jerked its little tail up and down, ratcheting up the volume as it peered across the fields. I watched the hare bury herself in the long grass behind the house. She reached up and twined her tongue around the tips of the ripened stalks, pulling them down towards her and skimming off the seed heads. Around her, a cloud of goldfinches did the same, each balancing on the combined strength of a sheaf of stalks clutched in its claws, as the grass swayed back and forth in the wind and they pecked, shook open and discarded the seed husks. The hare’s fur was golden, her visible eye incandescent with the glow of the sun. The sight brought to mind one of the books on hares that I’d read, which likened the eye of a hare to a jewel or the gleaming skin of a frog in its coldness. Whether caught in the sunlight, or looking at me across a room, the calm, limpid, level gaze of the hare was anything but cold.
I was relieved when, late that evening, the faintest tremor of a foxglove leaf betrayed the presence of the little leveret, stirring in the dusk. Against all odds, it was still alive. In the dim light I could just make out the tips of its ears through the foliage at the base of the plant. Twenty feet away, in the grass, the mother hare waited. She had chosen a position with a clear view of her leveret’s hiding place, and was studying the ground between them. The moon rose. The foxglove swayed, a pool of inky blackness spreading beneath its silvery leaves. The surrounding bushes parted in the wind. Was the leveret still there, or had it moved to meet its mother? It was too dark to tell. I went to bed, and the little hare kept its secrets.
A few days later, my patience was finally rewarded. At just before ten o’clock at night, while it was still light enough to see, the tiny leveret eased its way into the grass just beyond the flower bed, its ears held tightly against its back, so that as it moved, it barely rose above the level of the short grass. Despite not having had anything to eat for well over twelve hours, judging by what I had observed of the feeding pattern of the previous leverets, it did not attempt to run towards its mother, lying some distance away. The hare moved closer, her ears pivoting back and forth intently, while her leveret maintained its low, concealing crouch. The wind gusted. Mother and leveret paused motionlessly in their respective positions, their front paws close together, their heads slightly raised and ears held back, waiting for the cover of darkness. There was no sign of any other leveret. Perhaps, since she had been carrying two overlapping pregnancies, this was the only one she had borne. Either that, or the other members of the litter had not survived. One of the older leverets – still a permanent presence in the house and garden – appeared by the flower bed but came no closer, and did not attempt to intrude upon the ritual. It took a further half an hour for the twilight to deepen to the hare’s satisfaction, but finally I watched as she covered her leveret with her body and let it feed, confirming beyond a doubt that it was hers.
For the next few weeks, the newest leveret did not leave the shelter of the flower bed. I pictured it lying as still as a fallen leaf against the earth, waiting, breathing, growing. By contrast, the older leverets were a presence to be reckoned with and showed no inclination to leave. I left the door from the garden into the kitchen open most days and the leverets dashed in and out while the mother hare slept on the carpet in the sitting room. During their active hours, her young were inseparable, coming in and out of the house together, exploring the garden side by side, rolling on the same patch of gravel to take in the sun, and reconnoitring by the wall and gate in unison, as purposeful as a pair of scouts. They played together in the inner courtyard, then chased each other or the pheasant chicks. They pressed their paws against the windows, looking into the house, unconcerned by my presence. They pushed open the garage door when I accidentally left it unlocked. I rushed out to shoo them away, worried that they could come across something sharp or poisonous. As soon as I was back inside the house, they stood on their hind legs again, pawing at the now-locked door. They lost interest after a while and amused themselves by climbing in and out of a canvas bag full of weeds that I had pulled out of the gravel in a half-hearted attempt to spruce up the yard’s appearance. I noticed them eying up the outer garden wall, as if taking its measure – sensing, perhaps, the lure of the world beyond, before burying themselves in the patches of clover that had overtaken the lawn, seemingly as contented as hares could be.
I seldom saw the two older leverets apart, and in the golden hours they sought out their mother and foraged or lay near her, an intrusion which she tolerated if sufficiently sleepy. Their growth was remarkable, and only the leanness of their bodies, the residual roundness of their faces and some differentiation in colouring now distinguished them from their mother. She had been born a winter leveret and her early pale colouring was designed to blend into the spring landscape. They were late-spring leverets, and their fur had quickly acquired all the rich, shiny, silky browns, foxy-red hues, and fine-grained texture of a hare’s summer disguise, blending into earth and stone and burnt grass alike. Their pelts were glossy brown and smooth, unmarked as yet by any moulting hair, although that too would come in time. There were other, subtle differences: their whiskers were still short, sticking out from their cheeks at right angles, whereas hers formed a soft halo around the entirety of her muzzle, with those closest to her mouth curving down towards her paws.
Most of the time, the leverets were mild in each other’s presence. When the larger one wished to dominate the smaller, it simply rose slightly above it, its ears upright, which was usually enough to make the other duck away. If not, it would make a slight jump towards it off its stiff back legs, like a kangaroo, and the cowed creature would dart off.
Their habits mirrored those of their mother in other uncanny ways. The smaller of the two loved to while away the day on the seventh step of the staircase, just as the hare had at a young age. It took to sleeping on the office step, its back pressed up against the door, the only difference being that while she always faced outdoors, it turned its body to the room. In the garden, they gravitated to her favourite spots – her old forms in the flower bed and at the base of the fruit trees. They were just as intrigued by birds as she had been, approaching them, ears cocked, courting trouble. They chased each other at high speed around the garden.
Like their mother, they sometimes gave a little hiccup while eating porridge oats – their whole body contracting and expanding, like a concertina, for a moment while they were chewing. Like her, too, they were relaxed as long as they had a large zone of personal space to enjoy. Anything that took place outside that sphere – including most noises – did not disturb them. The slightest motion inside their perimeter, however, set off their alarm, causing them to bolt as if an invisible trip wire had been breached. Even then, they tended to move leisurely, not troubling themselves to put on a full turn of speed.
In other characteristics, they differed only in measure. Whereas the hare liked to nibble at the straw covering of the bench in the sitting room, her leverets actively demolished it, jumping onto it and attacking it from above, leaving great strands of fibre on the floor. They pulled at the edges of carpets with their paws and teeth, and having found the hole in the sofa created by the mouse of yesteryear, happily enlarged it, teasing out the stuffing. Unlike their mother, the daintiest of eaters, they were careless and expansive, happily pushing a paw into the porridge bowl and burying their noses in the oats before liberally scattering the flakes around the house with their powdery paws and whiskers. Whereas their mother tended to be cautious in the house, they appeared fearless. They kept their footing on wooden floors, while the hare always used the cushions to ascend the steps into the office, even at more than two years old. They climbed the furniture in ways she never did, leaving wet paw prints on the armchairs and performing acrobatics on the sofa, rolling against the rough fabric to satisfy an itch or an impulse. Perhaps because they were born in the house, its surfaces were familiar, and smelled to them of safety. I hoped that their instincts, like hers, would sharpen into caution with the passage of time.
They separated only to sleep during the daytime, just as when they were newborn leverets, now vanishing into the undergrowth until the late afternoon. I faced the familiar quandary. Should I open the gate for them, or continue to wait for them to find their own way out? It had taken their mother four months to learn to jump the wall, although I thought about the fact that they had the benefit of her example and might acquire the knack more quickly. In the meantime, they were vulnerable to predators creeping up on them in the hedge. On the other hand, if I let them out before they learnt to jump the wall, then I denied them the possibility of ever returning, and cut them off from their accustomed home. There seemed to be no good answer. I decided I had to let events take their course.
The rapidly growing leverets crowded the hare, it seemed to me, and disturbed her rhythm. Her very first set of leverets – the three she had had in the garden previously – never came inside the house, leaving her undisputed master of the terrain, and had left never to return. When these new leverets tore around the sitting room, the hare would sometimes sit behind the coffee table with her ears down. I was concerned that they might become confident enough to supplant her, and at times when I deliberately walked into the room, expelling the leverets so that she could lie in her form in peace, I thought I detected an easing of her posture. One evening while I sat at my desk, the hare was startled by a leveret entering the room behind her. She sprang away with a giant bound, her claws clattering against the ceramic surface of the food bowl, overturning it in a cloud of porridge oats. She bolted to the office step, and I moved towards her, calling to her reassuringly and causing the leverets to scatter outside in the process. She walked at my ankles back to the kitchen, and I let her out into the garden. She stayed close by me as night fell, while I sat in the armchair next to the open door reading – in an echo of her months as a young leveret – and her offspring hovered nearby, not quite daring to re-enter the house.
I believed that the larger leveret was a male and might therefore be more assertive than the mother hare. Instead of nibbling at the leaves on the hedge, he pulled down whole lengths of the long whippy branches with his front paws and snipped them off. On the few occasions that I tried shutting the hares’ door to limit their time inside, he reared up on his hind legs and pounded noisily on the window. The tips of his paws easily reached over a metre off the ground, leaving overlapping arcs smeared on the glass. It was hard to believe that he had started his life only able to drag his legs behind him. If a leveret could be said to have swagger, this one had it. He would pounce on his sleeping sister – since I believed, from its more timid behaviour, that the second leveret was female – seemingly for sheer fun. He loved to stretch out on the low wall by the fruit trees, a foot above the ground, screened by lavender. With one rear leg dangling over the lip of the wall, he would warm himself on the sun-heated stone, his ears pricked upright while his eyelids drooped sleepily.
Over the course of many days and without my noticing, the male leveret chewed a football-sized circle out of the lining of the curtain above the sofa, slipping onto the windowsill and neatly sawing at the hanging cotton with his teeth, while leaving the heavier, silky cloth untouched. When I caught him at it, I moved towards him and talked to him, in the hope of gently dislodging him and rescuing the furnishings. He watched me, unafraid, only one eye and ear visible, the rest of his body hidden behind the drape. After a few moments he leisurely abandoned his task and dropped down onto the sofa and from thence to the floor, where he casually resumed eating porridge oats.
When he left, I searched the floor without finding even a scrap of chewed cotton, meaning that the entire missing section must have passed through his body a mouthful at a time. Worrying about his stomach, I looped the curtain up and over the pole above the window. From then on, he spent a few minutes each day gazing up at the bundle of cloth, far out of reach, or rearing up and walking his paws up the glass as far as he could reach in its direction.
An exercise ball in the corner of the room was a favourite prop, the leverets appearing to relish the rubbery recoil and hollow noise as they rattled their paws against its surface. The male leveret had the shock of his life when he sprang up onto the ball early one morning, paddling furiously to stay aloft before its rotation deposited him unceremoniously on the carpet. Cowper wrote that hares ‘have a singular sagacity in discovering the minutest alteration that is made in the place to which they are accustomed, and instantly apply their nose to the examination of a new object. A small hole being burnt in the carpet, it was mended with a patch, and that patch in a moment underwent the strictest scrutiny.’ The leverets showed a similar attention to detail, and I came home one day to find one holding down the edge of my yoga mat with its forepaw and working its way around the label sewn onto the edge, yanking it off with a last triumphant tug of its teeth and a waggle of its ears just as I opened my mouth to remonstrate with it.
The leverets’ youth underscored the mother hare’s relative age: her two and a half years were visible in her looks. Her slower movements, her slightly bumpy ankle from where she had hurt her front leg, her longer, more attenuated features, the band around her body – like a waterline – where the paler fur of her flanks met the darker pelt on top, and the curious tuft of hair she’d had under her throat since leverethood, all distinguished her. Beyond the physical differences, there were others more subtle, relating to her character: her gentle gaze and attentive response to my voice and movements, her particular elegance and softness, and her composure. As unlikely as it may seem, she looked at me and made eye contact. She would relax in the house, her steps slow and gentle and trusting, whereas her leverets radiated energy, every muscle taut and crackling with suppressed movement and imminent readiness to flee. Her face had distinctive charm, with its lightning bolt of darker, thicker fur between her eyes – the moult that emphasised her maturity – compared to their more uniform, youthful colouring. And she had a characteristic way of shaking her ears each time she dropped down from the wall into the garden, a gesture she’d had since the beginning that looked spirited and contented to human eyes but could simply be to relieve an itch. All of these things set her apart and made her inestimably precious.
Most evenings, I watched the mother hare chase one of the older leverets around the inner courtyard at high speed. I was still unsure why she did it: had the leveret encroached upon her space, or was she teaching it speed, or simply playing a game that both enjoyed? There was so much about their behaviour that I still did not understand, perhaps underscoring the relative rareness of the opportunity to observe the same small group of hares, outside conditions of captivity, for a sustained period of time.



  
‘The hare is vulnerable to wounds. It often takes only one lead pellet to kill a hare.’
A. A. Cherkassov, Notes of an East Siberian Hunter, 1865
By August, there was no more hiding under the foxglove for the smallest leveret. It had created a form for itself at the foot of the low wall by the fruit trees, the impression of its body clearly visible amid the grass growing up through the gravel. I watched as it tried to jump the low wall, dinging its nose in the process. In the evening, it raced around the garden. The sun was low in the sky over the distant woods. The ripening corn rippled in waves towards me, feather-soft, tinged with yellow, bending in the wind. I saw the small leveret frisking through the grass, leaping and twisting as if powered by the wind, like a kite swooping close to the ground. It darted in and out of the cover of the hedge, flinging itself bolt upright into the air, before careening off back under cover, streaking through the grass with the irrepressible spirit of a young hare. As I now knew all leverets do, it practised a leap that was something between a tumble and a cartwheel: springing up off its back legs, landing for an instant on its stiffened front paws, and then spinning along a horizontal axis before landing on its back legs once more. Moments later, the leveret vanished. I spotted it grooming itself in the grass, lying below the level of the clover, holding up a back leg no bigger than one of the clover flowers around it and just as white at its tip.
Night after night, the solo leveret bounced around the garden like a tennis ball. The hare watched over it, and sometimes chased it from the grass into the hedge. She had not left the garden in a month for anything more than a few hours at most, and she watched her youngest leveret as assiduously as she had guarded her previous litters. Now that the little leveret had left its foxglove form, she stopped sleeping in the flower bed, where she appeared only to have returned in order to guard it in the mornings. Instead, she divided her daylight hours between the garden and the house.
The little leveret was vigorous, but very small, and usually alone. I spotted it one morning in the archway of lavender – now gently shaped by the backs of the hare and her three sets of offspring. All of the leverets in turn seemed to discover this spot, and to smooth it out further with the scuffles of their paws. The little leveret sat on its haunches among the flowers, washing its face. Of all her young, its demeanour most closely resembled hers. I wondered if this was because it was alone, but there was something touchingly resilient about the way it braved the weather and the predators. I noticed that it stayed active later in the morning than the others, having to work harder to get its food, although it had begun to creep hesitantly into the house to snatch a mouthful of porridge oats before darting away. Its similarity to its mother led me to form the impression that it might be female.
One evening the little leveret gave me a perfect example of a hare’s powers of concealment. I walked unknowingly past where she lay masked by a clump of grass cuttings that had turned to hay. The older leverets fled as I walked, but the new leveret just hunched as low to the ground as possible, so that only her head was visible above the short grass, her little ears laid down on her back, looking for all the world like a tiny fawn. Given her size, her best defence was still to hide, not to run, and she emerged only after I had passed her.
Throughout these summer weeks the mother hare arrived in the house at just before eight every morning, and then stayed until nightfall. She often spent twelve hours in a row on her bench, her eyes squeezed tightly shut. Sometimes she stayed later still, and we passed the evening together with her resting on the bench while I read or worked or made calls on the sofa, the clouds outside rimmed in light. Every now and then she would rub her forehead on the mat I’d laid on her bench for her to rest on, using its rough fibres as we might a brush. At intervals, the leverets came in to eat. If the wind was low, I could hear the haunting calls of white barn owls coming out to hunt. From nine o’clock in the morning, when they took to their hiding places, was my time to go out and live in the space we now shared. It was hard to believe that the still, sunny garden sometimes concealed four hares. You would have never known it.
One day the rain fell in torrents. It stormed and thundered as I read at my desk. The mother hare was on her bench. The older female leveret drummed on a cushion, the sound as loud and percussive as the roll of a military drum, only faster. The little leveret lay demurely under the silver pear tree, washing her face in the rain. There was a thud as the male leveret hit the glass of the window next to me, in his haste to seek refuge from the deluge. With his customary bravado and poise evaporated, he looked miserably bedraggled, huddled on the windowsill. His fur was dark and slick with water, and moulded into earth-brown spikes, even on his forehead. He proceeded to dry himself in the lee of the house as the downpour continued, fluffing up the fur on his chest with long strokes of his agile tongue. I had hares on each side of me, all sheltering from the rain – and, I noted as I turned, two wet partridges hunched on another window. It took me a moment to realise, and to exult, that the solitary partridge had finally found a mate. I looked out at the crops buffeted by the wind and imagined the hares in the fields and the hazards their leverets had to survive. It felt like a high-water point in a wondrous experience, and I felt unabashed love for these remarkable animals.
That is not to say that living among four hares didn’t present its challenges. It was sometimes hard to move around without disturbing a sleeping hare in an unexpected position, such as on my front doorstep when I needed to go out. Walking upstairs one day I almost stepped on a leveret fast asleep on one of the steps. It fled up and away from me with a terrible scrabble of nails on the carpet. I apologised and ran off in the opposite direction. These were the inconveniences, but they were far outweighed by the opportunity to experience their mysterious natures.
One evening the smaller of the two house-born leverets came in and moved towards me in careful, nostril-flaring stages, bobbing up and down on her toes, to look at me from all angles. She sniffed me, before going straight past me to explore the house. I was sitting on the floor at the time, and seen at eye level her presence was potent and wild. By now, the leverets increasingly resembled the hare in appearance. But I was always able to tell the difference for the simple reason that the hare would run towards me as I approached, while they ran away. And she alone retained the singular tuft of fur under her chin that I had brushed when she was a leveret and which, although it grew thicker with the winter months and lightened with her moult, never disappeared completely.
Some people no doubt considered me naive, for seeing only the charm and appeal of hares rather than the damage they can cause to human projects. An acquaintance, who was establishing a new wood, told me that a hare had found its way into the freshly planted area a few days previously, and had damaged a considerable number of saplings. He had sent someone to track down and shoot it. Upon picking up its limp body, they had discovered that the hare was female and lactating, so they had regretfully tracked down the leverets and shot them too. I respected the investment of money and the decades of care needed to create and establish a wood, but I wondered if it might have taken only a little more effort to chase out or capture those hares alive and relocate them.
Many people displayed unfailing tact and kindness. A friend arrived with a mower in order to cut the long grass at the back of the house, which I now feared had become a potential stalking ground for predators. We walked side by side through the grass to check that there were no hidden inhabitants. My friend paused in the middle of the patch, drawing my attention to a shape on the ground where the stalks had been pressed down to create a smooth bed, under a canopy of grass. At his suggestion, we cut only the strip closest to the house, but left the form intact with a deep buffer of uncut grass between it and the mown ground. He seemed to understand that for me this rare experience was a gift. I could end it in a moment, if I turned the hares out of the garden, shut the house to them, and watched as they – perhaps – gradually faded back into the landscape. But it would be like spurning an offering from the gods. I knew in my heart that the days of this story were numbered, since no hare can forever outrun time.
The fragility of hares was brought home to me in the most painful of ways as August drew to a close. I came down to find all three leverets in the inner courtyard. The older two were browsing the plentiful clover. The solitary leveret, still a fraction of the size of the two born just before it, lay apart, on her front in the sunny grass. As the morning passed, I noticed that she was lying differently, curled slightly in on herself, her head aslant, her back leg slightly out to one side, her flanks rising and falling unevenly. Something looked wrong. She seemed unable to raise her head, as if even resting was a struggle. I called my mother to ask for her help. I couldn’t bring myself to go outside and pick the leveret up, frightened by what I might find, reduced to useless handwringing by the thought of her being in pain. The leveret did not move as my mother walked across the grass and very gently lifted her. When my mother passed her to me, the length of her legs against my body was overwhelming – for their sheer grace, and because of what it revealed about her condition. She appeared to have lost the strength to control them, and so they dangled at their full length as I cradled her. A healthy hare would have tucked its legs up under it or rested them on my body. Her muscles had lost all tautness.
There was no external sign of damage. The leveret’s slender body, a miracle of elegant strength, was suddenly weak. There was no tension, no resistance, just surrender. I trickled some milk from a bottle into the corner of her unresisting mouth, but she was unable to drink. We laid her by the fireplace, on her side. It was clear her life was ebbing away. Her shoulders felt painfully fragile under my hands, her heart beating feebly through my fingers as I bent over her for a moment. A sudden summer storm tore the skies above us, drenching the land in minutes. She died as she had lived, without a sound.
Her front paws were curled down towards her back legs as if she were in flight, her spirit running even now across the fields she had not lived to explore. Every detail of her body remained perfect, from her soft grey mouth to the moulding of her head, her long pliant ears and her unsullied fur with its indescribable textures and hues. No brush could be fine enough to capture the richness and subtlety of her beauty.
I buried her beneath the rose bush in the corner of the garden, the dark soil opening too easily for her after the rain. I lined it with long stalks of dried grass from the top of the garden, and placed her in it. She looked at one with the shades of the earth but glowed in her own colouring. The fur on her chest was the gold and russet of a hare at the height of summer. I laid my hand on her, as if she might, after all, be sleeping. But she was gone, taking all the mystery of her nature with her, after less than three months of a life in which she took so little and gave so much joy.
I do not know what caused the leveret to die. It was summer, so the weather was not to blame. Her decline was so sudden – as if she had been attacked or poisoned – but it is possible that she was weakening slowly over a longer period, in ways imperceptible to my eyes.
She had spent many hours, in the days before her death, sleeping among the clover just beyond the kitchen door. I had thought she was resting, but perhaps she was fading. Hares are susceptible to disease – but the leveret had not yet crossed the wall to have contact with possible vectors, neither the mother hare nor the two older leverets appeared to suffer any illness, and she had not been emaciated or shown other signs of illness such as diarrhoea or vomiting. My father suggested that if I was concerned, the body could be exhumed and examined by a vet for the cause of death, but it felt like a violation and I could not face the thought of it.
In the days following the leveret’s death, the mother hare appeared only fleetingly at night, arriving in the house after darkness, as if she might again be tending leverets out in the distant fields, while the harvest moon hung low in the sky, full and portentous. I wondered if she noticed the absence of her leveret or saw, as she vaulted the wall, the new mound of stones in the corner of the garden that marked its resting place. Knowing her keen awareness of any change in her surroundings, I felt sure that she had detected the overturned grass, and perhaps had stopped to inspect it. Both the hare and her older leverets, in a marked change in their habits, did not revisit the inner garden for several months. They may have known more than I did.
Throughout September I lived in fear that the other leverets, or the hare herself, would fall sick in a similar manner. Since I could find no information specific to hares, I looked up every plant known to be poisonous to rabbits, to see if I had it in the garden, digging up a white hydrangea when I saw that it was listed as toxic to pets and humans, even though it had been in the garden since before the hare herself was born, and uprooting the foxglove under which the little leveret was born for the same reason. I abandoned the effort when I saw that one of the plants listed was the poppy, which grew abundantly in the field verges and was ignored by the hares. I drew the conclusion from this that the hares knew which plants would be poisonous to them, and the rest of the garden was spared my vengeance.
I turned over other possible explanations, including that the leveret’s death might have been connected to the overlapping pregnancy. I could find no information about whether leverets born as a result of superfetation might be weaker than those of other litters. But it was a pitiful reminder of the low survival rates among leverets, and their fragility. My lasting memory of the little leveret is of a small, graceful figure, staring at the setting sun.



  
‘What a destructive, cruel being man is, how many living beings and plants he annihilates to maintain his own life.’
—Leo Tolstoy, Hadji Murat, 1912
On the day following the leveret’s death, a pair of vast tractors, working in tandem, crawled the potato field to the east of the house. One pulled a harvesting machine, the other dragged a large trailer. The potatoes and surrounding soil were gouged out of the ground, sucked into the maw of the machine and passed over a web that separated out the tubers and dropped them, via a conveyor belt, into the trailer, while the discarded earth was cast into ridges and furrows in the wake of their passage. The sight compounded my sense of helplessness after the death of the leveret. My emotions, still raw, were pulped as thoroughly as the earth.
By late afternoon on the second day, the process was complete. The tractors withdrew, the land lay bare and soundless. Not a lark trilled above it. I walked out and stepped from the grass verge into the edge of the cultivated field, shorn and gutted of its haul. The earth was scoured raw, the ridges faultlessly straight, carved with precision, the earth of the furrows compacted as hard as concrete by the passage of the gigantic wheels. I had seen many harvests before, but I had never felt compelled to take a closer look. This time it felt personal.
I had only taken ten steps when I came across the corpse of a juvenile hare. Pulverised, eviscerated, churned into the dirt, along with the scattered potato roots around it. Further down the field, I startled an even younger leveret, blood on its haunches and tail. Perhaps two weeks old, it was pitiful amid the vast furrows. I tried several times to approach it gently but, disoriented and fragile, it limped away. It fled in short, hesitant bursts of speed down one of the gullies and was quickly swallowed up by the sea of churned earth, its pelt indistinguishable from the ground. I saw an adult hare close by, in the field verge. I followed the little leveret no further, not wishing to drive it deeper into the field where it would be more visible to crows and hawks, or to preclude the chance of its mother finding it.
I stood at the edge of the fourteen-acre field and wondered with a sinking heart how many other leverets, or indeed ground-nesting birds, had been crushed beneath those implacable wheels and now lay within the ridges or lost to sight against the rutted brown earth. It was just another day, just another harvest, a scene replicated up and down the land and across the world.
I worried about the mother hare and dreaded that she had been in the field at the time, and I woke the next day hoping that the little leveret I had seen had survived. I went out in the morning sun to look for it, even while knowing the gesture was futile. I could not see it, but the presence of a huge buzzard tearing at something on the ground beneath its claws led me to the body of a second mature hare, broken by a wheel, suggesting that it was not only the young who froze when confronted by the sound and scale of the massive machines. I could not bear to walk any further for fear of what else I might find. The buzzard moved when it saw me, and I noticed that it was dragging one of its enormous wings. Seen up close, it was like an eagle, with a curved beak and fearsome talons. It too was injured. The timing and location seemed too much of a coincidence. Had the buzzard seen one of the hares killed by the tractors, and dived to eat it, only to be caught in the machinery itself? My sister came and caught the bird, wrapping it gently in a blanket. She took it to the vet, who discovered that its wing was badly broken in two places. Even if it healed, its flight would be permanently damaged and it would not survive. It would have a miserable life in a cage. The vet advised that it was kinder to put it down. It seemed a terrible waste of a glorious creature cruelly brought down to earth.
I knew that there would be renewal, of course. Some hares would have escaped, others would have placed their leverets elsewhere. The land would be replanted. The larks, I hoped, would return. But the machinery I saw in operation was optimised for economic efficiency. Its purpose was to remove as many intact potatoes as quickly as possible with the minimum application of human labour, although there was undoubtedly human skill involved. The process was manifestly not optimised to minimise, or even reduce, the risk to wildlife. Robot harvesters are already being introduced in many developed economies, dehumanising the process further still, in the name of progress and efficiency.
If it is possible to create robots and drones to reap our fields for us, could we not use technology to detect the presence of leverets, and fawns, and nesting birds, and could reasonable efforts not be made to relocate them, rather than simply leaving them to be crushed beneath our machines? I imagined that volunteers might wish to assist with this process, as I would have offered to do if I had known in advance of the potato harvest. We could study the conditions necessary for the survival of hares – along with other species that take cover in arable fields – and introduce protective measures, such as mandatory grass borders around crops, and other set-aside land, to give places of undisturbed shelter alongside areas of intensive farming.
Indeed, that autumn, the owners of the land around the house converted all the fields to organic farming, planting herb and legume leys to improve the soil structure and establishing wide wildflower margins around each edge. As well as attracting pollinators and providing a sanctuary for ground beetles, spiders, ladybirds, voles and mice – increasing the food available to owls – I hoped it would provide more safe breeding cover for ground-nesting birds such as lapwings and curlews, and for hares.
From hunting to farming and the destruction of habitats, we have done so much harm to hares over the centuries. For sport – in other words, for idle amusement – and in our drive for economic efficiency, putting more pressure on the land than it and its wild inhabitants can bear. The turn of the seasons and our capacity for adaptation means there is always hope that we can do things differently. But in this, as in so many areas, our practices and our methods incline towards depletion: reducing the dwindling stock of nature that remains to us, today’s needs always outweighing our aspirations for tomorrow.
We have forgotten our dependence on the natural world, along with our appreciation for those who grow our food, who are in many ways the custodians of the land and who face relentless economic pressures. Our wider value system is distorted and the price is paid by the powerless, be they human or animal. As in so many areas of human endeavour, if we are not attentive, there is blood in the harvest.
When I was growing up, conservation as a cause was focused on saving large beasts such as the lion and the elephant. It seems to me that the elephant has nothing entitling it to the dignity of life on this earth that the hare does not have. There is no reason why we could not decide to give a little more space to hares and other creatures and to take a little less ourselves – following the example of the hare itself – while ensuring sufficient sustainable food production to meet human needs. We could find ways to manage the woodland differently, to accommodate hares that use thinner areas of tree cover for lying up and hiding from danger, and to ensure a better supply of grasses and weeds in winter to reduce the need for hares to eat bark and twigs during the lean months. We could create the scattered woody vegetation – bushes, tree clusters, hedgerows – where they can find food and hide from farm machinery, as indeed many people are starting to do. And we could find a better way of managing our relationship with hares than resorting to the gun when they intrude upon our endeavours. An animal of such rarity and harmlessness deserves at least that consideration. ‘This is the only way, we say,’ wrote Henry David Thoreau, ‘but there are as many ways as there can be drawn radii from one centre.’
I returned to the house sick at heart at the destruction of innocent life and worrying even more about the safety of the hare, absent now for several days. I worried that it was her body that I had seen in the field, where she might conceivably have been protecting her young.
The death of the leveret, the carnage in the fields and the absence of the hare shattered the illusion of tranquillity under which I had been living. The hare and her leverets were subject to unalterable forces of nature, time and human activity. The fields around me were not a land apart, but part of a local and national economy, affected by human and commercial interests, the law, and the actions of a whole community. A sense of the beauty but also the transience of the experience I had shared with these wild creatures affected me acutely. At times, I caught myself thinking of the experience in the past, as if I were already looking back upon it and mourning. As if my days with the hares were on an island of time, and I had already been swept out to sea with no hope of return.
Because of these feelings, in addition to the unusual lushness of autumn that year, I became mesmerised by the land. I felt a surge of curiosity about everything that I was witnessing. I could not tell if the root of the impulse was a desire to fix the experience in my mind before it was gone, or the wakening of dormant sensibilities that would alter the course of my life beyond this moment. I again gathered books, but this time on birds, agriculture, soil, planting, harvests and poaching. These arrived in boxes from the library, their pages often brown and spotted with age. Friends pointed out that I could get the latest research online, but I wanted to hold the physical object, not sit in front of a computer.
I realised how limited a vocabulary I had for colour, and how quickly it ran dry when confronted by the nuances of the landscape. I read about the German mineralogist Abraham Gottlob Werner, who classified colours according to an animal, vegetable or mineral equivalent. His work was so influential that Charles Darwin carried a book of colour samples based on Werner’s system on the HMS Beagle. I was intrigued by reproductions of Werner’s colours: the ‘bluish green’ of ‘egg of thrush’, the ‘straw yellow’ of ‘the polar bear’, the ‘Prussian blue’ of ‘the beauty spot on the wing of a mallard drake’, the ‘orpiment orange’ of the ‘belly of the warty newt’, and the ‘arterial blood red’ of the ‘head of the cock gold-finch’.
The results were sometimes absurd. A friend introduced me to a digital tool for identifying birdsong. Experimenting with this outdoors, we were briefly excited by a result showing the proximity of a tropical bird originating in Southeast Asia and known as a ‘red jungle-fowl’. I looked it up breathlessly, only to discover that the mystery bird was otherwise known as Gallus gallus – in other words, the domestic chicken.
Each new discovery pointed to forgotten worlds. Recalling the hare’s careful selection of some stalks in the garden while ignoring others watered the seed of curiosity in me. The snowshoe hare’s diet, I read, includes the wondrously named bluegrass, jewelweed, pussytoes and horsetail, while Arctic hares forage on saxifrage, crowberry and dwarf willow; the antelope hare is sustained in the Californian and Mexican deserts by sagebrush and cacti, and the European brown hare in the harsh environment of Mount Vesuvius survives on the goat’s rue and blue lupin that bloom on the volcanic slopes. The names of these plants were evocative but unfamiliar, and made me wonder what lay in the wild tangle of grasses through which the hare picked her careful path each night. It reminded me that in the past there was much greater human involvement and familiarity with the natural world.
I wandered the field verges, my eyes fixed on the ground, the green mass of plants through which I had previously marched heedlessly separating into distinct shapes, textures and colours. I gathered samples as I walked, stopping to snap off a tuft or a sprig of the countless varieties of frond, stem and leaf blown by the wind into waves and curls in subtly varying shades of emerald that baffled all description.
No hawk ever pounced more eagerly than I did at each new discovery, holding aloft a blade of leaf or stalk thick with seed. Each find was added to my improvised botanist’s pouch, a gauzy white bag sold by supermarkets for the storing of fruit, which had never seen use. There had been an explosion of mushrooms and fungi, all unidentifiable to me; smooth, luscious, enticing, and suggestive of poison.
Back at home, I upended my haul onto a sheet of white paper and spent a happy hour sorting, laying out and identifying each variety. I found burdock, hogsweed, chicory, field pansies, clovers red and white, hairy willow-herb, bristly oxtongue, stork’s bill, cocksfoot, cat’s tail, redshank, meadowsweet, creeping bent, speedwell, rye grass, the oxeye daisy and the appealingly named fat hen. The white flowers I saw growing up in the corn stubble were wild carrot, I learnt, which was said to have been grown in the royal gardens of Babylon in the eighth century BC for its fragrant leaves or seeds. The oxeye daisy – the ‘“day’s eye” or else the “eye of day”’, in Chaucer’s words; ‘the Empress, and flower of flowers all’ – opened and closed its petals to the rising and falling sun. Even accounting for my unscientific methods, I could only find a fraction of the grasses listed in books as being common to the English landscape, a reflection perhaps of the reduction in plant diversity accelerated by intensive farming.
I turned to old domestic medical guides, called ‘herbals’, and read that the woundwort I had found could be used as an alternative to lint for dressing wounds. The crested dog’s-tail grass that flanked the pond was useful for plaiting straw hats. The stems of its companion, the soft rush, could be plaited into mats and chair seats, and its pith used as a wick to make a rush lamp.
From the unassuming charlock leaves on my table, mustard could be made – or a remedy for ear infections; and wild oats would serve as a lure for trout. Shepherd’s purse would stop heavy bleeding. According to a family herbal from 1810, the Latin name for yarrow, Achillea millefolium, derived from its capacity to assuage bleeding, and its use to ‘cicatrize’, or heal, wounded soldiers – like Achilles – on the battlefield. More prosaically, the author went on, it would also alleviate ‘the bleeding piles’.
The herbals also spoke of ‘St Anthony’s fire’. This mystical disease of the Middle Ages inflicted sufferers with fits, burning sensations, hysteria and gangrene, and was caused by eating bread made with rye grain – the cultivated version of the grass in my hand – infected with the fungus Claviceps purpurea. My bag was empty, though, of all the grasses I had read about that were named after the hare: among them hare’s-foot clover, hare’s-foot sedge and hare’s-tail grass – the latter said to produce thousands of snow-white seed heads.
Confronted with all these riches, the brown hare selects grasses according to their energy content, seeking out those rich in fat and protein, and iron and calcium – such as the red fescue, creeping bent grass, and white and red clover I had found on my brief foray into amateur botany. I learnt in the process that the foxglove under which the smallest leveret had huddled was toxic in legend as well as fact: superstition would have it that these are the favourite plants of fairies – their bells producing music audible only to fairy ears – who would bring disaster down on the head of anyone transplanting a living specimen into their garden; eating or sucking the leaves of the plant causes severe poisoning and heart failure. Though the leveret had lived long beyond her days under the foxglove, I couldn’t shake off the possibility that it – and therefore I – might have played some part in her death.
Despite this sad thought, I found a paradoxical happiness in realising how little I knew of the realm of grasses and trees, and what pleasure could lie in acquiring even a slender store of knowledge. Starting anew brings a sense of renewal and possibility. I rapidly reached the limit of my understanding, losing my way in thickets of scientific language, absorbing gleams and glimmers of new information. The details slipped from my mind faster than the grass seeds that scattered as I walked, quicker than down blown from a dandelion clock. But each discovery, like the passage of a comet through the sky, enlarged my sense of the world and left behind excitement and warmth in my heart. It was enough for me to marvel that a single robin redbreast singing in the tops of the trees could fill the cavern of an entire wood in early autumn with its penetrating song, and my gratitude to the hare expanded as my perception deepened.
My curiosity led me to head out one evening after dark, impelled by a wish to experience the hare’s nocturnal world. The night was unseasonably warm and still. I walked down the track, keeping to the grass strip in the middle of the path to muffle my footfall, which otherwise sounded to my ears like thunderclaps in the night.
As soon as I crested the brow of the hill, the consoling gleam from my home’s lit windows was abruptly extinguished. My bravado was snuffed out just as rapidly. The night closed in around me. A flock of migrating geese passed overhead, their familiar cries uncanny in the dark – as, to me, was their ability to navigate at night. The clouds hid the stars from sight, including the constellation named Lepus by early astrologers because it lies at the feet of Orion, the celestial hunter. I recalled reading about a Germanic goddess who was said to be accompanied by a train of torch-bearing hares, and thought how handy such a retinue would have been in this moment. Around me – unseen – stalked, loped, hopped, flitted, crawled and swooped a nocturnal society of creatures whose ranks I could not join. I could no more see with a hare’s eyes than I could shapeshift into a hare’s body. Perhaps the witch-hare’s true magic, I thought, is the wish she inspires, just for a moment, to step out of the human form. To race across the ground with the speed and power of a hare, without tiring; to inhabit its senses and revel in a world of sound, scent and sensation far greater than our own; and to move through the night as effortlessly as if through sunlight.
I returned to the house to the sound of a pair of tawny owls calling from the wood. I turned lights on as I passed through each room. I flicked on the switch in the sitting room to find the hare lying on her front, her slim legs stretched out before her as though she had never left, instead of being absent for two weeks. She stared inscrutably into the fire. She was a Dürer painting come to life – her coat a blaze of warm brown and golden tones, her eyes reflecting firelight. She did not flinch at the sudden surge of electric light but continued gazing at the flames. I wondered what had drawn her inside: a homing instinct, or the warmth of the fire? Yet again she had outflanked me, appearing when I least expected her and when I had almost given up hope.



  
‘No wild animal dies of old age. Its life has soon or late a tragic end. It is only a question of how long it can hold out against its foes.’
—Ernest Thompson Seton, Wild Animals I Have Known, 1898
At four months old, the leverets’ muzzles and ears were lengthening, their lean sides filling out, their pelts acquiring a dusty tinge in preparation for winter. At this age, their mother had first conquered the wall, and it seemed only a matter of time before they would do the same. I hoped that when they did, they would find their way back if they wished or needed to, and that they would live long, free and unburdened lives in a landscape which was immeasurably more beautiful for their presence. Their safety should lie in their own habitat, not in the unnatural environment of a human home, no matter how much that household accommodated their needs. Although I will always wonder, years from now, whether any new quiver in the grass hides a crouching, black-eyed, watchful leveret.
The male leveret appeared increasingly animated. He would often stand at full height under the swaying stems of a tall dog rose and survey the field keenly, his ears fully erect and twitching with curiosity. He would then leap up onto the wall and run up and down the narrow ledge beside the coping stones, occasionally mounting up and peering over until he straddled the top of the wall, his rear legs perching precariously on the ‘home’ side while his front paws reached for the wild; uncertainty and prevarication written into every line of his body. Just as he was on the verge of jumping down into the field, he would pull back, turn around and drop down into the garden, as if the leap into the unknown remained too daunting. Within hours, he would be back on the wall, sometimes perched there watching the field for nearly an hour.
From the hares’ perspective, the scene in the fields must have been curiosity-provoking. At first light, on an October morning, I watched as a group of five hares gathered in the stubble at the edge of the cornfield. At the centre of the group was what I assumed to be a female, since she was the object of the assiduous attention of all the other hares. She crouched in the grass with her back turned to them and her ears lying flat against her head.
One of the circling hares chased off another by rearing up in front of it. Having seen off its competitor, it drew close to the female, standing tall on rigid front legs. The female turned and they met nose to nose. At the touch, the male jumped clean into the air from all four paws in front of the female, landing on the same spot. At that moment, another hare cut in with a similar vertical jump, displacing the first.
The interloper had a singularly dark stripe of winter fur just above its tail, and seemed larger than its competitors. It now took a few careful steps towards the female, who seemed to have had enough and moved away into a fringe of wilted thistles, followed by all four of her suitors. The dark-banded male took up a position flanking her right shoulder, causing her to dart to her left and double-back into the field in an effortless evasive manoeuvre. She rose into the air, either skittish or threatening, as the males gathered around her once more.
The dark hare moved towards her again, angling his entire body towards her and reaching out with his nose. The female darted aside but did not run away, and he pressed home his advantage, approaching in the same rigid, questing manner, his neck fully extended and front paws ramrod stiff before him. The female hare crouched down slightly so that the male was now above her, and he reached forward until their noses almost touched, both holding their ears fully upright. She swung back on her paws, pressing her ears flat against her back – as if undecided – before rocking forward until their noses finally met.
Just as he appeared to have won her, she reared up and swiped the male on the nose with her left front paw. He recoiled at the affront, rearing up onto his hind legs, bristling with pride and latent aggression. For a moment they froze in that position, the male balancing mid-strike, the female poised on her haunches as if torn between fight and flight.
She seemed to stare him down and he dropped back onto all fours. Within seconds they were nose to nose again, bristling, curious and wary, before she spun on the spot and darted away across the field, followed by her chain of suitors. If this was the experience the hare went through, I thought, it was no surprise that she sometimes chose to leap the wall and leave her admirers behind.
The female of the two leverets showed little inclination to leave. She took to slipping into the house alone and lying for hours upon the sofa, easing a long, languorous back leg and furry paw out over the edge, her head flat against the fabric and her whiskers catching the light, twitching gently with the rise and fall of her breath, like a cobweb shimmering in the breeze. At night she would reappear and lounge in the same spot until dawn, her eyes two round glowing orbs in the infrared light of the camera.
Curiosity, and their desire to draw near to activity, and to company, remain the most surprising qualities of the hare and her leverets’ endlessly inquisitive nature. Just as long as a hare can reserve its line of escape and retain the possibility of leaping away to outrun any unexpected threat, it appears unable to resist seeing what is happening and coming back again and again for the purpose. Far from being the flighty, easily distracted caricatures of folklore, the hare and each of her leverets that I have observed have shown a preference for routine and familiarity.
The mother hare has given me a sense of an animal that is intelligent, wise, playful and devoted. A sun-loving, frugal, dignified creature, raising its young on the few remaining scraps of land left to it in a hostile world. An animal that is not solitary by character, but out of caution; that gives every sign of taking pleasure in its existence; that has a capacity to learn; that is faithful to a stretch of land – and even to a single patch of earth – for the duration of its life; and that will chase off a predator to protect its young. A creature of habit, set hours and favourite places, that walks so lightly on this earth, and that can be trusting on its own terms.
In the years I have known her, I have been at pains to avoid anthropomorphising the hare. I have not named her, I do not treat her as a pet, and I seldom touch her. The terms of our relationship are set by her. She comes when she wishes and is never compelled to stay. I was raised on Darwinism and the notion that animals have evolved to meet the needs of their environment, so that their characteristics – however human-like they might sometimes appear, or however much we might like to ascribe emotions to them – are rooted in genetic imperatives. Still, it is impossible not to observe and admire her qualities, and to associate them with some of the human qualities to which many of us aspire: patience, dignity, calm and strength among them. Were it in my power, I would replace ‘mad as a March hare’ in our language with ‘as gentle as a hare’, ‘as faithful as a hare’ and ‘as constant’.
I have still not deciphered the mystery of the hare. She retains the elusive, indefinable core that explains, perhaps, why we humans have projected so many of our fears and desires onto the species, investing hares with supernatural powers from the most evil to the most inviting, confirming our tendency to either worship or demonise those things we struggle to understand. The hare lends itself as a symbol of the transience of life and its fleeting glory, and our dependence on nature and our careless destruction of it. But in the hare – and nature’s – endless capacity for renewal, we can find hope. If it is possible, as William Blake would have it, ‘to see a world in a grain of sand’, then perhaps we can see all nature in a hare: its simplicity and intricacy, fragility and glory, transience and beauty.
This hare has reached an accommodation with me, on her own terms. She will never be tame. The language she listens to – the sounds her ears search for – are the sounds of the wild. But she seems to feel comfortable with me, and sometimes she rests near me. I have never resented adapting my life to hers, because I have always known that one day I will lose this opportunity. For every pattern in her behaviour that I can see, I imagine a counterpart that is invisible to me; her life beyond the wall – including the litters that she might raise during her disappearances – will always remain an enigma. Not once has she approached me in the fields, and I assume that beyond the wall she runs from me as she would from any human. But I find I do not need to know any more than I already do. I am content with the small part of her life that overlaps with mine. Ours are different worlds. She can cross into mine, but hers will always be out of reach to me, and that is as it should be. Perhaps, like Cowper’s hare, she might live to old age if she were kept shut up in the house. But that would be to alter her nature. Instead, she lives the life of the wild hare: hard-pressed, short perhaps, but free.
I have been fortunate to live for a while alongside a family of such extraordinary animals, not only in close proximity but in conditions of freedom. I may have made many mistakes, and I would hesitate if faced with the same decision in the future, because I do not think it would be in the interest of the animal – and since, paradoxically, I think I would lack the nerve. I acted out of ignorance. Now that I know the full extent of their vulnerability, their susceptibility to suffering, and the slender threads that connect them to life, my hands would tremble far more now than they did that February day, and I would reconsider. Hares belong in the wild, and underlying all the care I have given to this one is a desire to make amends for having, perhaps, affected her natural life in some way.
Having taken the step I did, the best decision I made was my most instinctive: not to keep the hare in a cage. The greater the freedom she had, the more trusting she became. The same might be true of animals commonly kept as pets, and I wonder whether there would be value in considering whether each animal has the maximum amount of freedom possible, and how to reduce the stress we may inadvertently cause them. I return often in my mind to the question of whether or not a hare can be domesticated. I now see that this is not really the point. To domesticate is to alter the nature of an animal in order to fit it into our way of life as humans. For innately wild animals such as the hare, a better way is to coexist.
For the first time in my life, I have had cause to study animals rather than people, and to see that we are not diminished by making way for them. Coexistence gives our own existence greater poignancy, and perhaps even grandeur. My wish now is for an environment that is safer for hares and other creatures of the land, wherever they may live: not at the expense of humans, but in balance with our priorities. I wish there were more wild, undisturbed places, for both wildlife and for us as humans, and a greater understanding that restoring and appreciating nature meets needs we sometimes forget we have. Under the subtle influence of the hare, my own wants have simplified. To be dependable in love and friendship more than in work. To leave the land in a more natural state than I found it. And to take better care of what is to hand, seeing beauty and value in the ordinary.
During one of the hare’s absences, I walked out into the late afternoon light. The fields were tawny with dried grass, their verges thick with tangled, knee-high clover. I picked my way through it, avoiding the faint labyrinthine pathways and tunnels trampled by the paws of hares or other earthbound creatures, but, despite my care, still scattering the seeds from the tall teasel heads with my passing. The grass in the centre of the field reached my waist in places, and I startled hares that ran and leapt, cresting the tops of the grass with a smooth flowing motion, dolphins of the meadow.
The leaves on the edge of the wood were tinged, in places, with the first traces of autumn gold. The spruce trees were rich in sticky pendulous fir cones, the holly gaudy with scarlet drupes, clustered as thickly as ripe grapes. In the shadow of the wood, legions of thistles stood decaying into otherworldly desiccated shapes, their dried seed heads hanging sorrowfully amid tussocks of tangled clover. The hedgerows were spread with a banquet of blackberries, a feast for passing birds. The ‘haws’ on the thorns glistened like drops of blood amid pale dog-rose stems swaying under their load of glowing rosehips. The pond was brimming, its banks thickly rimmed with wind-sown plants and grasses, a dense stand of bulrushes at its far corner. Trails through the long grass marked the passage of wildlife to the water’s edge, snipe sheltered in the rushes, and swallows and swifts skimmed the pond’s surface to catch insects or drink on the wing.
Everywhere was abundance, fullness. The season was turning, but summer was still welling, overflowing every bank and verge. Skeins of migrating geese flew above, fleeing ahead of the coming cold, their wingbeats forceful and the leave while you can of their urgent, strident calls punctuating the air. A pair of deer locked horns in the lee of the wood. I startled a milk-white barn owl out of a pine above me. It swooped over my head, turning slowly, showing me the white underside of its wings and body and – for a moment, I was sure – looking down at me. The glimpse of its pale heart-shaped face jolted my senses. The presence of the owl was testament to the success of the wildflower margins around the fields, which were already increasing the supply of voles and mice.
I peered up at the branches of other trees, hoping for a glimpse of the owl. Instead I found a grey squirrel frozen flat against the trunk of an oak, its body in shadow, the fur on its face, short rounded ears and agile paws tawny-orange in colour. The charcoal-grey fur of its tail was edged in contrasting white – a trick of camouflage similar to the hare’s but in this case suited to the tones and textures of bark. In its mouth it gripped a pale green acorn to add to its winter stores.
Moments later, rounding the corner of the wood and stepping out from shade into the late afternoon sunshine that illuminated a cloud of insects dancing like fireflies above the tall grass, I startled a buzzard bent over a lifeless form on the ground before me. It took flight with one pulse of its immense wings and circled nearby, waiting to see if it could return to the kill. My heart lurched as I recognised the body of a hare on its back, belly to the sky, its slim white stomach opened up from chest to tail. Whether the hawk had killed it or was feeding on the remains of a fox’s meal I did not know or stay to investigate. I turned away from the sight of fresh blood beading on its fur, the words arterial blood red, head of the cock gold-finch rising unbidden to my mind. I did not think it was the mother hare, although she could have easily ranged this far, but I was reminded of the mortality bearing down on her, and on all living things, myself included.
I walked on. The wind masked the sound of my passage, and easing through a gap in a hedgerow I found myself looking at an open field of freshly sown corn, where I counted ten hares loitering in pairs or lying singly upwind of me, basking in the day’s last burst of sunshine. I wondered if ‘my’ hare was among them. From this distance, I could not tell, but I realised how glad I would be if it were so: if one hare among them could, at a moment of her choosing and in response to impulses unknown, peel away from the group, cross three fields and three hedgerows, pass the pond with its fringe of bulrushes, and leap across a drystone wall to reach a sanctuary all her own.
The hare will soon be three years old. She has survived three winters and three harvests, given birth at least three times to at least six leverets – and probably more – and she has survived one serious injury. She has already lived a long life for a hare in the wild. She leaps the garden wall into a world of dangers, some from other animals, others man-made. Every minute she chooses to spend in my vicinity feels precious and fleeting.
Most mornings she arrives with the sunrise, flicking her ears and kicking her heels as she runs towards the house, or pausing to lie in the sun as it spreads out across the garden. I know that one day soon she too may drop her guard and be caught unawares by a winged killer falling down from the sky, or a fanged hunter creeping up on her through the grass, or the menacing steel of a giant machine bearing down on her in the field. Perhaps she is even now standing alert, her ears cocked and powerful heart surging, as a fox roots through the long grass looking for her new leverets, her muscles tensed as she prepares to lead him on a chase away from them.
I prefer to think of her stepping delicately through the corn stubble, sampling the wind, then racing, outstripping all the other hares until she chooses to let one catch up. I picture her occasionally looking back from afar to see the gleam of the light in the window of the room where I am sitting now to write, waiting for her to leap over the wall once more, shake out her ears and slip into the house, sure of her safety and her welcome.
When the hare was young, I would often watch her sit for hours on end at the base of a young plum tree – perfectly aligned with the trunk, so as to be invisible from behind or head-on. I would regard her fixedly as dusk fell, as she lay motionless. If I blinked or looked away for an instant, suddenly she would be gone. I know this is how her story with me will end, one day – as quietly as it began.
Other images abound. The way she turns her head to look at me side-on when she wishes to examine me. Her habit of falling over to one side when she falls asleep deeply, before she wakes and rights herself with a jolt. The way she will stop to clean herself in the middle of doing something else altogether.
Since that first day when I found her it has felt as if a spell was cast over this corner of the earth, and me within it. I have stepped out of my usual life and had the privilege of an experience out of the ordinary. Had it not been for the unique circumstances of the pandemic, I would never have come across the hare, and my life would have continued along its familiar grooves.
How glad I am now that I did not leave for the city the moment it became possible. I am grateful for every additional day that I gazed out of the window. If I had gone, I would not have seen the leverets born. I would not have built the relationships I formed around the hare, with other people and with this patch of land, and felt this unexpected, uncomplicated joy, and learnt not to tamp down the emotions it generates in me. I would not have looked at my life from a different perspective, and considered both what more I might be and the things I might not need. Whereas before I sought out exceptional experiences and set myself against the crowd, I take comfort in the fact that this process of self-discovery has been felt by millions before me, and that there is nothing original in finding consolation and inspiration in nature. It is there for all of us, perhaps our one true shared heritage and source of hope for regeneration in our own, hard-pressed lives. As we jostle for space on this planet, for position and place and name, and agonise about missteps and paths lost, and feel the fragility of our hopes and all that we hold dear, I think of the hare, stepping lightly on the earth, taking cover if the wind blows. We are not so dissimilar. If we do not achieve all upon which we have set our hearts, or are beaten back by headwinds stronger than our desires, we too can lay up a while, watch the glitter on the grass, and renew our strength.
There was a time when I knew nothing about hares and gave them little thought. The same can be said, I have realised, of the many other aspects of life that have opened to me as a result of this experience. It has been like acquiring a new set of faculties and a greater degree of perceptiveness towards my physical environment. When I travel, I notice now not just people and places but the tracks and traces of nature that surround us always, wherever we are. And I have been reminded that we are creatures as tied to the seasons of nature as the hare, and as affected by its reverses, even if we are unaware of the fact.
Despite having spent thousands of hours asleep in the house, the only traces the hare has left are a shallow, almost imperceptible indentation in the carpet across the doorway to my office, where her warm, long body has worn the surface smooth with its minute daily adjustments; six of her whiskers, scattered over the years; and a few weightless tufts of fur. The damp footprints she leaves on the floor on wet or dewy mornings evaporate within minutes. The emotional impact she has left, by contrast, is immense.
She has taught me patience. And as someone who has made their living through words, she has made me consider the dignity and persuasiveness of silence. She showed me a different life, and the richness of it. She made me perceive animals in a new light, in relation to her and to each other. She made me re-evaluate my life, and the question of what constitutes a good one. I have learnt to savour beautiful experiences while they last – however small and domestic they may be in scope – to find the peace to live in a particular state of feeling, and to try to find a simplicity of self. The sensation of wonder she ignited in me continues to burn, showing me that aspects of my life I thought were set in stone are in fact as malleable as wax, and may be shaped or reshaped. She did not change, I did. I have not tamed the hare, but in many ways the hare has stilled me.
The atmosphere of calm suffused by her throughout the house lingers even when she is gone. I hope always to be able to summon it at will, along with the memory of the light and trusting touch of her paws in the palm of my hand, and her steady, unfathomable gaze. And when one day I can no longer see her, I will watch the hares in the field knowing that her being is woven into theirs, and that I have only to look up at night to see her symbol etched in the stars.
I tell myself not to count the years ahead in which she might never again come, but rather cherish the days she has given me of her own free will, when she lowered her species’ instinctive guard against humans, and shared the beauty and mystery of her presence in silent and graceful companionship. I will remember her leaving, but will know that before she did, she always, first, looked back.
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