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These were the first three eye-witnesses of the Strange Bird. 

 

Now in these days one does not cower before the devil and one's own 

sinfulness, or see strange iridiscent wings in the light of dawn, and 

say nothing of it afterwards. The young solicitor's clerk told his 

mother and sisters at breakfast, and, afterwards, on his way to the 

office at Portburdock, spoke of it to the blacksmith of Hammerpond, and 

spent the morning with his fellow clerks marvelling instead of copying 

deeds. And Sandy Bright went to talk the matter over with Mr Jekyll, the 

"Primitive" minister, and the ploughman told old Hugh and afterwards the 

vicar of Siddermorton. 

 

"They are not an imaginative race about here," said the Vicar of 

Siddermorton, "I wonder how much of that was true. Barring that he 

thinks the wings were brown it sounds uncommonly like a Flamingo." 

 

 

 

 

THE HUNTING OF THE STRANGE BIRD. 
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III. 

 

 

The Vicar of Siddermorton (which is nine miles inland from Siddermouth 

as the crow flies) was an ornithologist. Some such pursuit, botany, 

antiquity, folk-lore, is almost inevitable for a single man in his 

position. He was given to geometry also, propounding occasionally 

impossible problems in the Educational Times, but ornithology was his 

forte. He had already added two visitors to the list of occasional 

British birds. His name was well-known in the columns of the Zoologist 

(I am afraid it may be forgotten by now, for the world moves apace). And 

on the day after the coming of the Strange Bird, came first one and then 

another to confirm the ploughman's story and tell him, not that it had 

any connection, of the Glare upon Sidderford moor. 

 

Now, the Vicar of Siddermorton had two rivals in his scientific 

pursuits; Gully of Sidderton, who had actually seen the glare, and who 

it was sent the drawing to Nature, and Borland the natural history 

dealer, who kept the marine laboratory at Portburdock. Borland, the 

Vicar thought, should have stuck to his copepods, but instead he kept a 

taxidermist, and took advantage of his littoral position to pick up rare 

sea birds. It was evident to anyone who knew anything of collecting that 

both these men would be scouring the country after the strange visitant, 

before twenty-four hours were out. 

 

The Vicar's eye rested on the back of Saunders' British Birds, for he 
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was in his study at the time. Already in two places there was entered: 

"the only known British specimen was secured by the Rev. K. Hilyer, 

Vicar of Siddermorton." A third such entry. He doubted if any other 

collector had that. 

 

He looked at his watch--two. He had just lunched, and usually he 

"rested" in the afternoon. He knew it would make him feel very 

disagreeable if he went out into the hot sunshine--both on the top of 

his head and generally. Yet Gully perhaps was out, prowling observant. 

Suppose it was something very good and Gully got it! 

 

His gun stood in the corner. (The thing had iridiscent wings and pink 

legs! The chromatic conflict was certainly exceedingly stimulating). He 

took his gun. 

 

He would have gone out by the glass doors and verandah, and down the 

garden into the hill road, in order to avoid his housekeeper's eye. He 

knew his gun expeditions were not approved of. But advancing towards him 

up the garden, he saw the curate's wife and her two daughters, carrying 

tennis rackets. His curate's wife was a young woman of immense will, who 

used to play tennis on his lawn, and cut his roses, differ from him on 

doctrinal points, and criticise his personal behaviour all over the 

parish. He went in abject fear of her, was always trying to propitiate 

her. But so far he had clung to his ornithology.... 

 

However, he went out by the front door. 
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IV. 

 

 

If it were not for collectors England would be full, so to speak, of 

rare birds and wonderful butterflies, strange flowers and a thousand 

interesting things. But happily the collector prevents all that, either 

killing with his own hands or, by buying extravagantly, procuring people 

of the lower classes to kill such eccentricities as appear. It makes 

work for people, even though Acts of Parliament interfere. In this way, 

for instance, he is killing off the chough in Cornwall, the Bath white 

butterfly, the Queen of Spain Fritillary; and can plume himself upon the 

extermination of the Great Auk, and a hundred other rare birds and 

plants and insects. All that is the work of the collector and his glory 

alone. In the name of Science. And this is right and as it should be; 

eccentricity, in fact, is immorality--think over it again if you do not 

think so now--just as eccentricity in one's way of thinking is madness 

(I defy you to find another definition that will fit all the cases of 

either); and if a species is rare it follows that it is not Fitted to 

Survive. The collector is after all merely like the foot soldier in the 

days of heavy armour--he leaves the combatants alone and cuts the 

throats of those who are overthrown. So one may go through England from 

end to end in the summer time and see only eight or ten commonplace wild 

flowers, and the commoner butterflies, and a dozen or so common birds, 

and never be offended by any breach of the monotony, any splash of 
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strange blossom or flutter of unknown wing. All the rest have been 

"collected" years ago. For which cause we should all love Collectors, 

and bear in mind what we owe them when their little collections are 

displayed. These camphorated little drawers of theirs, their glass cases 

and blotting-paper books, are the graves of the Rare and the Beautiful, 

the symbols of the Triumph of Leisure (morally spent) over the Delights 

of Life. (All of which, as you very properly remark, has nothing 

whatever to do with the Strange Bird.) 
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V. 

 

 

There is a place on the moor where the black water shines among the 

succulent moss, and the hairy sundew, eater of careless insects, spreads 

its red-stained hungry hands to the God who gives his creatures--one to 

feed another. On a ridge thereby grow birches with a silvery bark, and 

the soft green of the larch mingles with the dark green fir. Thither 

through the honey humming heather came the Vicar, in the heat of the 

day, carrying a gun under his arm, a gun loaded with swanshot for the 

Strange Bird. And over his disengaged hand he carried a pocket 

handkerchief wherewith, ever and again, he wiped his beady face. 

 

He went by and on past the big pond and the pool full of brown leaves 

where the Sidder arises, and so by the road (which is at first sandy and 

then chalky) to the little gate that goes into the park. There are seven 

steps up to the gate and on the further side six down again--lest the 

deer escape--so that when the Vicar stood in the gateway his head was 

ten feet or more above the ground. And looking where a tumult of bracken 

fronds filled the hollow between two groups of beech, his eye caught 

something parti-coloured that wavered and went. Suddenly his face 

gleamed and his muscles grew tense; he ducked his head, clutched his gun 

with both hands, and stood still. Then watching keenly, he came on down 

the steps into the park, and still holding his gun in both hands, crept 

rather than walked towards the jungle of bracken. 
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Nothing stirred, and he almost feared that his eyes had played him 

false, until he reached the ferns and had gone rustling breast high into 

them. Then suddenly rose something full of wavering colours, twenty 

yards or less in front of his face, and beating the air. In another 

moment it had fluttered above the bracken and spread its pinions wide. 

He saw what it was, his heart was in his mouth, and he fired out of pure 

surprise and habit. 

 

There was a scream of superhuman agony, the wings beat the air twice, 

and the victim came slanting swiftly downward and struck the ground--a 

struggling heap of writhing body, broken wing and flying bloodstained 

plumes--upon the turfy slope behind. 

 

The Vicar stood aghast, with his smoking gun in his hand. It was no bird 

at all, but a youth with an extremely beautiful face, clad in a robe of 

saffron and with iridescent wings, across whose pinions great waves of 

colour, flushes of purple and crimson, golden green and intense blue, 

pursued one another as he writhed in his agony. Never had the Vicar seen 

such gorgeous floods of colour, not stained glass windows, not the wings 

of butterflies, not even the glories of crystals seen between prisms, no 

colours on earth could compare with them. Twice the Angel raised 

himself, only to fall over sideways again. Then the beating of the wings 

diminished, the terrified face grew pale, the floods of colour abated, 

and suddenly with a sob he lay prone, and the changing hues of the 

broken wings faded swiftly into one uniform dull grey hue. 
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"Oh! what has happened to me?" cried the Angel (for such it was), 

shuddering violently, hands outstretched and clutching the ground, and 

then lying still. 

 

"Dear me!" said the Vicar. "I had no idea." He came forward cautiously. 

"Excuse me," he said, "I am afraid I have shot you." 

 

It was the obvious remark. 

 

The Angel seemed to become aware of his presence for the first time. He 

raised himself by one hand, his brown eyes stared into the Vicar's. 

Then, with a gasp, and biting his nether lip, he struggled into a 

sitting position and surveyed the Vicar from top to toe. 

 

"A man!" said the Angel, clasping his forehead; "a man in the maddest 

black clothes and without a feather upon him. Then I was not deceived. I 

am indeed in the Land of Dreams!" 

 

 

 

 


