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THE OTTER'S STORY.

FOUR o'clock and a May morning, with the hedgerows
greening over and sparkling with dewdrops in the level sun-
shine. The fronds of the bracken are touched with frost:
the air is keen in the clear morning freshness; but the birds
are singing their fullest spring song of gladness—that song
they sing when summer is close at hand. The thrush's
exultant notes ring from the topmost pinnacles of the spruce-
firs, and the richer, tenderer song of the blackbird comes
in cadences from the low bush where he sits and sings
unseen.

" Mavis and merle are singing," but the notes of other birds
chime into the sweet jangle of song, for there are whole
shrubberies full of birds, and the morning has awakened
them to a world filled with sunshine, alive with gladness.
But what of the hills, far away across the broad valley—
folded, hill beyond hill in lines of beauty, until in the blue
distance the faint outline against the sky may be the
" Delectable Mountains," or the " Land of Beulah," so
unearthly does it look in the softened glow of the early sun.
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The sunshine and the singing all around are full of the
gladness of life, but the far-away hills seem to tell of a land
of vision nearer the blue sky, nearer the sun, where, if ever
footfall come, there will be peace.

But nearer and far tamer hills are between us and the
" land of Beulah," hills lying in long ridges of moorland,
high enough for the stag's-horn moss to trail its long wreaths
along the turf, and wild enough for the golden plover to
haunt in winter, for a solitary grouse to whirr away in its
vibratory flight, and for the nesting larks to spring up
almost under your feet, soaring up in the blue sky to meet
the sun, and fill the air with music.

The moorland sloping ever downwards is broken at last
into wooded knolls, and larch covers fringing the fields which
skirt the lowlands, where through meadows of emerald
green, the river winds, a chain of light and colour, "blue in
the shadow, silver in the sun," winding downwards to the
rocks, until far-down overhanging trees make a cool arched
cavern for the river, and glimpses of sunshine through the
boughs light up here and there the broken water and all its
dancing foam-bells.

Here was the otter's home, or rather one out of several,
for he had fishing-stations up and down the river, homes of
refuge and all that sort of thing; but for the present his
chief resort and residence was in the bank, just below a
group of weird old trees which overhung the water. The
river here made a great bend, and before it reached the
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rapids, swept on with a swift current into the still, over-
shadowed pool.

The water looked dark and deep, and of its depth and
dangers ominous tales were told. Hands had been seen
flung upwards, as a drowning man went down into those still
depths, and something like a shadow of evil haunted the
dark and silent pool; but, for the otter, it was the very
home he wanted; for footfall seldom came that way. It
was so lonely, that unless a rival fisherman came by,
scaring the rabbits in the fern, and setting the magpies
chattering in the trees, beast and bird had the pool all to
themselves.

Luckily for the otter, the over-reaching boughs made it
bad for fishing, although a rare place for fish; and little
trouble his fishing gave him, for his dinners came swimming
to his door.

Bending over the brink, if the fates were propitious, and
the water clear, you might generally see a clever-looking old
trout, pretending to be doing nothing as he floated idly
under the shadow of the bank, waiting for anything that
might turn up, a minnow below or a May-fly above. Once
or twice in a year at most might be seen a right royal
salmon, silvered by the sea, floating deep down seemingly
asleep, quite still, except for a graceful waving motion of
his forked and finny tail.

He is there, water-bound, waiting for a day that will
bring a turmoil of cairngorm-coloured wavelets into the
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pool, when the river above will be deep enough to tide him
over the shallows, and take him on his way to his old
haunts, miles away in the upper water.

If he awakes, and for once in a way indulges you and
himself by a spring into the blue air, you will have a revela-
tion of power and beauty worth waiting for for a week,
for words cannot paint the splendour of the blue and silver
flashing in the sun, as the grand creature flings itself
like a bent bow above the water.

There may be a convoy of fresh water to-night or to-
morrow from a thunderstorm gathering on the hills, and the
salmon be away; or he may be here for weeks, while day
by day curious and impossible flies of silk and worsted and
feathers, drop deftly on the surface, or, dancing up and
down upon it, tempt him to his doom.

If he escapes snares and temptations in the form of
sophisticated-looking May-flies and conventional " coch-y-
bonddu," he is still in deadly peril, while in the home-pool
of the otter, whose fierce eyes watch him hungrily as he
swims round his crystal-clear prison, waiting for the water
which is so long coming, and each day his danger becomes
greater as the river dries and the pool shallows. Sooner
or later the otter will hunt him as a. dog hunts a hare, his
wife, the she-otter, perhaps helping him; and just as two
dogs hunt upon dry land will these " water-dogs"* hunt,

1 The otter is called in Welsh, dwrgi (water-dog), pronounced
dwr-gy—the g hard.
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waylay, and try to weary out their prey. Their way of
proceeding is this: the old otter posting himself on the
shingles at the lower outlet of the pool, despatches his wife
to the upper end, when she drives the salmon towards him,
but the fish doubles back again and again, slipping by
her, or under her, and only when he is thoroughly exhausted,
does the hunt end abruptly and tragically, a few bubbles
and a tinge of blood upon the water, telling that the
salmon's silver-mail is pierced by the otter's fangs. Very
soon they will reappear together, the hunter and the hunted,
and the great fish be dragged to the shingle or the bank,
to be devoured at leisure.

Or it may be that the otter will watch his game from
the bank, and take a leap into the pool as a retriever might
do, or, more likely still, creep under the fish floating
sleepily in the water, and seizing it from beneath, bear
it off to the shore. And as the eyes of the salmon are
too high in his flat-sided head, to see what is below him,
this is how his doom usually overtakes him, when fate
and fine weather detain him long a prisoner in the otter's
pool.1

1 Since writing the above account of otters hunting, the observer of
such a hunt kindly permits me to record his account:—

" On another occasion that I was out on the qui vive for otters, I
saw a most remarkable tiling occur with two wild ones. It was in
the early morning, and I had not long been in my place of con-
cealment when I heard the well-known note, which was soon answered
by another of the poaching fraternity.
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The otter has rare company in his dark and glassy pool.
Where the bank is lower, and the trees have been cleared
away, there is plenty of sunshine upon the river and on the
water-weeds which fringe the brink.

Summer has not yet come to awaken to fullest life bird
and insect, but many winged ones are here, and more are
coming.

The great dragon-fly in scarlet, hawking at gnats as he
flies swiftly backwards and forwards, is solitary to-day; his
comrades are still crawling grubs in hideous black armour at
scavenger's work in the mud below; but wait a few weeks,
and they too will be clashing their glass-like wings as they
dart to and fro above the water, in red, and blue, and gold.

And of all the wings above the water then, the most
beautiful will be those of a rare little creature, a " demoi-
selle," whose sheeny vans, like dark green glass, appear here

" After a bit, I observed the two otters coming along the shore in
the direction of a famous salmon pool, some few hundred yards
distant.

"What they were up to I could not conceive. Arrived at the
bottom of the pool, one of them stood his ground, whilst the other
otter went to the upper end of the pool. No sooner had he got there,
than he glided into the water, his comrade down below doing the
same. Talk of hunting—but didn't that pair hunt that pool to per-
fection !—the fellow above chasing the fish down to his friend below,
who was not long in capturing a fine plump grilse, of about five pound.
All this I witnessed, and I leave it to naturalists to say whether the
combined action of these two otters should be attributed to instinct or
reason."—S. J. HUBLEY.
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and there, ever and anon, above the pool and the reaches of
the river.

Not half the insect life is yet awake from the winter's
sleep, but the birds are all here. The martens, just arrived,
peer in and out of their last year's holes, the yellow water-
wagtail flits about, and a gleaming of all bright hues tells
you that a kingfisher has gone by with the sunshine on his
wings.

He has been building in the bank, or rather excavating,
and has just been finishing his nest with a flooring of
delicate shells and minute fish-bones.

But the otter has rarer company still, for his pool is
the home of the water-ousel—a dainty bird, with a curiously
old-world look about him. He stands for hours upon a
stone in the water, watching the ripples as they go by,
stooping every now and then to polish his beak upon his
footstool. This beak of his never seems finished ; hundreds
of years ago, we know from a Welsh legend, the water-
ousels were polishing their beaks, even as they are doing
now, and no doubt looked as old-world then as they do now.
But whether they had then taken to the water who can
tell ? for they look as if they had no business in i t ;
they have no web-feet or sign of a water-bird about them,
and are undoubted blackbirds, or first cousins of blackbirds,
who ought to be singing in wood and dell; but there they
sing no longer, for they have long, long ago taken to the
water and forgotten the woods.
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Nothing can be prettier than to watch an ousel sitting
on a solitary stone far out in the river, the white feathers
on his neck and his black plumage, all glossy in the sunlight,
singing his low sweet song to himself; and nothing can
be stranger, after half-an-hour of such watching, than to
see that he has suddenly taken a header into the water,
and is gone out of sight altogether. If you are well above
the river and the water clear, the next that you see of
the pretty bird, is that he is walking quietly along the bed
of the river, as unconcernedly looking for his food under
water, as his blackbird cousins do upon dry land.

Those few sweet notes betray his clanship with the black-
birds and the thrushes; they are faint and low-toned as
compared with the songs of his cousins; but at night he
sings in a different key, for being a bad sleeper, he makes
a good sentinel; and small as he is, he has at his command a
sound that is something between the screech of an owl
and the boom of a bittern—an alarm-note, loud enough
to scare the birds asleep in the trees, and to send the
badger to his lair.

Night, on the otter's pool, is silent, but by no means
solitary; the insects are hushed and the birds asleep, but
the principal inhabitants are wide-awake for work or play,
busily moving about, but ever with the mysterious noise-
lessness of all nocturnal creatures.

The rustle of a dead leaf is all that betrays that the
badgers are out on the bank before their earth, sitting up
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like little bears as they are, to watch the bunnies feeding
so innocently in the moonlight beyond the trees.

A little squeal sooner or later tells that a bunny is gone,
and for a few moments all the tall ears are pricked up to
listen, and one or two of the more enterprising and in-
telligent of the bereaved family sit up erect; but they
always take it for granted it is no matter, or if it is any
matter it can't be helped, and so they drop down again
on all fours, and the feeding and scampering in the moon-
light go on as before.

But for all that, a brother and a bunny is gone whence
bunnies come back no more ; and somewhere underneath
the grassy glade where the moonlight looks so sweet and
peaceful, in dark, dungeon holes below, the big bears and
the little bears are having rabbit for supper.

But for the watchers by that lonely pool, the night has
visions of something far more worth seeing than bunny
and badger. Gliding along in the moonlight with a curious
undulating movement, you may once in a way see the
owner of the pool, the otter himself. He looks, with his
long, low body, intelligent head, and brilliant eyes, at a
little distance, like a flattened-out dog, and hunts with
nose to the ground, just as a dog would do. He may be
thinking of bunnies, or he may not, for nearly as much at
home on land as in the water, he likes young rabbit for
supper as well as the badgers, and when fish is scarce, will
take a cast on shore to see what may be seen. Probably,
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however, he is only pottering about drying his wet jacket,
which shines like silver where the moonlight touches it,
and will soon glide down the bank and sink noiselessly into
the water; and there, if you watch on in perfect stillness,
you may see him at his fishing, and hear his long, shrill
whistle, answered long and low from the opposite bank,
from the holt under the great ash-tree, where his mate
is curled up snug and warm, with all her little brown
cubs.

Dwr-gi (water-dog), as we Welsh people call him—the
otter—for all his likeness to the dear dogs, claims kinship
with none of the tribe. If he has any relations (a matter
about which the naturalists are by no means decided), he
has a cousinship, far off and very remote, with foumart,
stoat, and weasel. The savans, however, who are nearly
as puzzled about him as Falstaff was, talk of putting him
into a family by himself, so curious and isolated a creature
is he. Falstaff, when he says an otter is neither fish nor
flesh, was evidently puzzled; but so were not the monks of
Dijon, who ruled that whatever he is besides, he is certainly
a fish, and so roasted him in their old Carthusian Convent
kitchen, in full faith that they were going to have fish for
dinner.1

If really linked to the treacherous tribe of foumart and
weasel, as the savans say, the otter certainly is the noblest

1 Pennant's Tour in France. The Carthusian rule forbids the use
of meat.
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of his race; more like the dog in his intelligence, strength,
and fearlessness than the rest of the kindred, who are all
uncomfortably subtle and snake-like creatures. And there
is no more daring and fearless creature in existence than an
otter : he will attack dogs twice his own size, and fight them
in the most desperate way; he will even at times attack a
man; and many a tale is told by Welsh fire-sides in the
hills of the doings of the fierce dwr-gi.

There is a spot shown near the edge of the great bog of
Gors Fochno, in Cardiganshire, where years ago an old
turf-cutter, passing a foot-bridge, unwittingly stirred up a
dwr-gi, who, with her cubs, was under the bridge, to find
her in another moment clinging to his throat. But dwr-gi
taken as a cub, carefully trained and kindly treated, be-
comes the most loyal of servants and most affectionate
of friends. As a pet and companion, he is exquisitely
beautiful and delicately clean; he follows his master like
a faithful dog, and can be made as useful as he is pretty
and affectionate.

Our one idea just now in Europe is to hunt him, but
hundreds of years ago, as we know from Albertus Magnus,
they knew better, and trained and kept him carefully for
fishing. They do so in the East still. Bishop Heber
describes how he saw the fishing otters tethered for use by
the banks of an Indian river; and something I have to tell
of Welsh and Scotch and Irish otters, trained and tamed
within the last few years, may show what the creature is
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we destine to hound and spear, as "sport" for a summer
holiday.1

Of the poor little Welsh otter there is not much to tell;
his career was ended early by a shot from the bank of the
river where he was fishing for his master; but for three
or four years, fishermen staying at a little mountain inn in
Radnorshire will remember many a dish of trout at table
(too often sans head or tail), for which the landlord proudly
said they had to thank the otter.

The Scotch otter swam at nobler game. He sometimes
caught as many as eight or ten salmon a day; as soon as
a fish was taken from him, plunging in for another, until
tired, when he always refused to fish any more. Occasionally
he went out to sea and caught codgers and herrings, and

1 " We passed, to my surprise, a row of no less than nine or ten
large and very beautiful otters, tethered, with straw collars and long
strings, to bamboo stakes on the bank. Some were swimming about
at the full extent of their strings, or lying half in and half out of the
water ; others were rolling themselves in the sun in the sandy bank,
uttering a shrill whistling noise as if in play. I was told that most
of the fishermen in this neighbourhood kept one or more of these
animals, who were almost as tame as dogs, and of great use in fishing,
sometimes bringing out the larger fish with their teeth. I was much
pleased and interested in the sight. It has always been a fancy of
mine that the poor creatures whom we waste and persecute to death,
for no cause but the gratification of our cruelty, might by reasonable
treatment be made the sources of abundant amusement and advantage
to us. The simple Hindoo shows here a better taste and judgment
than half the otter-hunting gentry of England."—Bishop Heber's
Journal.
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now and then hunted with a pack of otter-hounds, who,
in the intervals of their more legitimate sport, had been
trained to hunt fish, and who found in the otter a most
useful and accomplished ally. Fortunately for the ally, the
otter-hounds never seem to have made a mistake, and
forgotten it was not otter-hunting that day.

The wonderfully affectionate nature of the beautiful little
wild creature is shown in all these otter-taming stories.1

1 The extreme affection of otters for their young has been often
observed. Prof. Still on says :—" Often have I spared the lives of the
female otters whose young I took away. They expressed their sorrows
by crying like human beings, and followed me as I was carrying off
their young, which called to them for aid in a tone of voice very much
resembling the crying of children. When I sat down on the snow,
they came quite close to me, and attempted to carry off their young.
On one occasion, when I deprived an otter of her progeny, I returned
to the place eight days afterwards, and found the female sitting by
the river, listless and desponding, who suffered me to kill her on the
spot without making an attempt to escape. I found she was quite
wasted away from sorrow for the loss of her young. Another time I
saw an old female otter, sleeping by the side of a young one about a
year old. As soon as the mother saw us she awakened the young one,
and enticed him to betake himself to the river, but as he did not take
the hint, and seemed inclined to prolong his sleep, she took him up in
her fore-paws, and plunged him into the river.

" A pair of otters, whose little ones were being carried off in a boat,
followed for nearly two miles out to sea, making a piteous kind of
cry ; and a writer in the Naturalist relates a most touching instance
of this courageous and tender mother-love in an otter. A coast-
guardsman, in his round of duty at night, came upon three young
otters in a lane leading to the beach, and gave chase ; throwing his
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Ferocity disappears as fear is subdued, and sometimes, as in
the following account of a pet otter which appeared in Land
and Water, a year ago, the transition from fear to affection
is curiously abrupt.

The owner of this otter describes as perfect a little savage
as ever was caught. He saw her first on the surface of
the water, and taking the dark object for a pike upon a line,
divested himself of his clothing, and plunging in, swam
towards what proved to be a young otter. It flew at his
face, and so savagely, that its teeth met through his upper
lip. It then made two short dives of about ten yards, and
eventually took refuge in some old tree stumps. Here it
was captured in a running noose, improvised out of a
fishing-line, and carried off to live a backyard life in an
old wine-case. No more moonlight gambols and frolics
amongst the water-weeds, and fishing amongst the rocks,
for the poor little otter, who grew furious at her captivity.
She was an " irreconcilable," living for two months in utter

stick at them, he struck and stunned one, the other two escaping
through a gutter-hole. On taking it up it soon came to, and began
to squeal, which presently brought the old one to its assistance. She
kept just before him, out of reach of his stick, and in this way re-
treated down the beach, whilst he held the young one in one hand,
and endeavoured to strike her with the other. The poor animal now
took to the water, and he ensconsed himself behind a rock, and again
made the young one cry, when she came ashore, and approached near
enough to receive a blow on the head, which put an end to a solicitude
for her young deserving of a better fate. I saw them both, and had
the account from the man next morning."
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rebellion against fate, biting every one that came near her,

especially her master. At the end of that time she had

to be left to the care of others during his absence of three

or four days, and in those few days she became fiercer

than ever, biting ferociously, and keeping all about her in

constant fear. Cords, nails, and bricks were used to keep

the little savage in her rather unsafe abode: She had been

getting "fractious" in her despair, and had probably been

pining for her friend, for in spite of all her biting and bad

ways, when her master opened the box, the little thing

jumped lip to him and, as he says, "clung round his neck

like a child."

She soon became so tame that she was allowed the free

run of the house. She was taught to fetch and carry,

would lie down at her master's feet, and follow him about

the streets of a town with his dogs, fetch fish out of a

tank of water, and learnt to jump through a hoop, and do

"many other little tricks," and very soon the poor little

savage was, as her master says, the most affectionate creature

he had ever seen.

Hardworking little fellows and docile as the Welsh and

Scotch otters were, the story of the Irish otters, which their

master1 allows me to tell in his own words, will show how

1 S. J. Hurley, Esq., Abbey View, Killaloe, author of "Tame
Badgers and Otters'' in Land and Water, 1878.
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strangely loving and affectionate is the nature of this wildest
of little wild beasts, when brought under the masterfu
spell of human care and kindness.

Belle, the first acquired, the tamest and the longest
lived of these Irish otters, was captured when only a
month or five weeks old, and, small as she was, was so
savage that she bit every one's fingers that tried to
handle her.

In about a week, when she began to be a little more
tractable, she began also to receive her first lessons. Her
master wanted to teach her to follow him like a dog.

Anointing the hems of his trousers with a fresh trout
rubbed over them, the little creature was allowed to smell at
the fishy scent, and when she got keen upon it, was tempted
to follow the feet that gently moved away backwards, and
so in time, little Belle gradually mastered her first lesson.
Every now and then she was encouraged by having a morsel
of the trout given to her.

In three or four days she followed about a sitting-room
quite well. Her master says: " My next step was to put
into her hamper an Irish terrier puppy, about her own age.
For two days she made it hot for that puppy. She would
snap and snort at him by the hour, and make him fly from
one end of the hamper to the other." On the third day
she began to take more kindly to her little companion, and
on the evening of the fourth day I had the satisfaction of
seeing the two coiled up together fast asleep. From that
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time forward they became the fastest of friends. Even an
old Irish water-spaniel I had at that time, managed to
ingratiate herself into the good graces of the otter, and
nothing could be more interesting than to see the two eating,
playing, and sleeping together.

"When Belle was four months old, her antics in the
water with the old spaniel were in the highest degree
amusing.

" In her eighth month she used to kill her own fish and
give them up to me. Of all the fish in the river she liked
eels best, and next to eels a samlet. I have over and over
again tested her palate in this particular by placing in a
row on the ground five fish of different species, viz., samlet,
trout, eel, perch, and roach, and then let her at them. She
used invariably to tackle the eel first, then the salmon fry,
next the trout, then the perch, and last of all the roach."
(Belle's order of precedence being, apparently, exactly
Francatelli's and Soyer's.)

The story goes on : " One day a jolly row took place
between her and one of my tame cormorants over an eel.
Belle had been very hungry, and one of my youngsters, who
had been fishing for perch with worms, caught an eel of half
a pound weight.

"Directly he brought the fish home, I whistled for Belle,
who came trotting down the stairs in a great hurry. I threw
the eel on the ground, and like a shot the cormorant, who
was on his perch close by, swooped down upon it, when

c
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Belle, in the nick of time, also seized it by the tail. Both
held on to their fish, the cormorant loudly trumpeting in his
hoarsest voice, and the otter screaming and chattering and
whistling like a little fury.

" By dint of twisting and turning, and rolling herself,
back, belly, and sides about the ground,1 the same as if she
had been fighting a large salmon or pike in the water (and I
have seen her at that little amusement more than once),
Belle succeeded in securing the eel, which she scuttled off
with into the kitchen, and set to work to eat.

" It is singular in what small morsels otters eat their
food, and very curious to see the tight grasp with which
they hold their prey while feasting upon it.

" They are particularly cleanly in their habits. After a
long swimming or diving match, whether for sport or
pleasure, Belle used to take the greatest pains to make
her toilette. After landing, she would roll about in the
grass for a few minutes, and then begin to tease with
her pretty little fingers and teeth every bit of fur on her
body. This done, she would take to playing at high
romps with the dogs.

" No satin was glossier than her lovely coat, her teeth
were as white as pearls, and her eyes as black as ebony.

" Her love and affection for me were unbounded. If
she missed me out of the house, she would search every
room in it for me like a dog, and even jump into my bed

1 This action is like that of all the weasel kind.—E. F. T.
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to see if I was there. Many a night she has slept at
the foot of my bed keeping my feet as warm as a toast.

" One night, an English gentleman who was staying
with me for fishing, and who was in bad health, had gone
to bed early, while the rest of the party remained playing
at tcarte in the room below. The invalid used a crutch.
His bedroom was immediately over the sitting-room in
which we were, and he had not gone up stairs more than
fifteen minutes when we heard a most unearthly hammer-
ing overhead.

" Instantly all three of us rushed up stairs to see
'what was up,' and the invalid begged us to come into
his room. We did so, and there he was sitting up in
bed, and looking quite frightened. Upon my asking
what was the matter, he told me that just as he had
turned off the lamp, and got into bed, the devil, or
something, jumped in after him, and began to sniff and
snort at him in a horrible way; that all he could see of
the unwelcome visitor was a pair of small fiery eyes,
glistening like a furnace; that he was afraid to get out
of bed to go and pull the bell; and that the only
thing he could do was to pound the floor with his
crutch.

" Just as he had finished the story of what had be-
fallen him, what should I see thrusting her head out from
under the coverlet at the foot of the bed, but the otter!
The effect of the second appearance of the apparition

c 2
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upon the poor invalid angler, may be easier imagined

than described."

Once, when her master was from home for one or two

weeks, Belle, in her despair at losing him, became as

naughty and fractious as a spoilt child who has missed

its nurse or mother.

Belle showed her temper by running all over the house

and upsetting china and crockery in pantry and kitchen;

she seems to have become quite unmanageable, and to

have been in the naughty-child mood, which says or sings—

' I care for nobody, and nobody cares for me,'

for she refused all kindness and attention, and at last ran

away, and took up her abode in a covered drain that led

down to the river. But two or three times every day she

left her lair and went up to the house whistling for her

master, to see if he had come back.

He says in his account of her, " When I returned home,

my first inquiry was for my dear little pet, but alas, she

was nowhere to be found. I was disconsolate, and after

dinner, accompanied by Jack the terrier, and the old Irish

water-spaniel (Belle's first friend), I took a stroll down by

the river bank, to smoke and see the salmon rise.

" Jack having gone off to hunt rabbits in a scrub oppo-

site the old abbey above the rapids, I whistled once or twice

for him, when, I rejoice to say, I was at once answered


