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Underground Comedies and Tragedies of tte Down- Trodden Folk

T19-11 U1F deI(epý copper-rcd channel of thelittie tidal river wound înland By
through the wide yellowish levels
of the sait marsh. Along each side

of the channel, between the waving fringes
tf the grass and the line of usual high
tide, ranl a margin of pale yellowish brown
ilutd flats, baked and seamed with Sun
tracks, scurfed with wavy deposits of sait,
and spotted with meagre tufts of sea green
samiphirc, goose-tongue, and sea rosemary.
>usi.t at the edge of the grass fringe an ol
post, weather beaten and time eaten, stood
upl, a solitary sentinel over the waste, re-
inider of a titime when this point of the

river had ben a littie haven for fishing
boats-a haven long since filled up by the
caprice of the inexorable sult.

Somne forty or fifty paces straight back
fron' the nmoldering post, a low spur of up-
]and, darkly wooded with spruce and fir,
jutted ont into the yellow-green sea of
grass. Off to the left soine hundred yards
or so away ran a fine of round topped t
ike, with a few stiff mullen stalks fring-

ing its crest. Beyond the dike, and long
ago reclaimed by it froni the sea, lay bask-
ing in the suni the vast expanses of sweet-
grass meadow, blue-green with timothy.
cinver, and vetch, and hummed over by
imiumerable golden belted bumble-bees.
Through this sweet meadow wound the
slow curves of a placîd and brimming freshi
water streami, joining itself at last to the
parent river through a sluiceway in the
dike. whose sunken valves protected lit coin-
j>letely from the fluctuations of the tides.

The dividing Ine between the tall, wav-
ing, yellow sait grass and the naked mud fiat was
as sharp as if cut by a diker's spade, and it was
fringed by a close brown tangle of grass roots whicb
s(emed to feel outward over the baked mud and then
cuiri back uipon theniselves in apprehlension.

Close tc, the foot of the moldering post, where
titis fringe half-encircled it, appeared suddenly a
pointed brownish head, with tiny cars and a pair
of littie, bright, beadlîke eyes set very close to-
gether. Tht head was thrust cautiously forth froni
thte mouth of a narrow tunnel under the grass roots.
The sharp overhung muzzle, with nostrils dilating
and quivering, interrogated the perilous outer air;,
the bead eyes searched the sky, the grass fringe,
the baking open of the fiat. There was no danger
in ,;ight; but just in front, sortie five or six feet
istatt a gatidy caterpillar on some bold venture

b)ent was making bis slow way across the scurfed
muitd, froin ont goose;-tongue tuft to, another.

The pointed hecad shot swiftly forth front the
tunnilel, followed by a ruddy brown body. Straigbt
ont across the briglit naked space, and back agaiin,
like a darting shuttle, into the hole--and the ton
rasbly advenituring caterpillar had disappeareil.

A, little way back froni the edge of the flats a
molfttlid brown marsh hawk was fiying hither ani
thlither. Hlis wings were shorter and broader than
those- of niost rmembers; of his swîft, marauding
race, and he flew Rlapping almost like a crow, in-
.tead of gliding, skimmning, and soaring after the
unanner of his more aristocratie kinded.He fiew
close above the swaying grass tops, his head thruist
downward and his hard, unwinking eyes peering
fiercely downi betwveen the ranked coarse stems of
the -broad leaf" grass. H1e quartered the meadow
.section by section, dlosely and mlethodically as a
well handltd setter. Once he dropped straight down-
ward into the grass, abruptly as if he had been shot;
and whtn, an instant later, he rose again, with a
great bluffetirng of grass tops, he was clutching sorte
tiniy grey object in bis talons. Had one been near
,enotgh to set, it would have proved, proably, to

ba young shrew. Whatever it was, it was too
.,mal te bc worth carrying off to lis high perch on
the dead pine tree beyond tht ridge of the uplanids.
He flew with it to the open crest of the dike closec
1,v where hie tort it and swallowed it ini savage
guips. Then, having wiped his beak on thte sod, lie
reumed bis assiduous quartering of tht sait grass.

ABOUT titis tirne the uitile brawn pointtd head
with the btad tyts reappeared in the mouth of

the tunnel by the foot of the post. IFverything stemn-
td sae Tihe saniphire and the goose-tongue ttufts,

taely <uinrmering in tht suit, were full of saIt lov-
inheat loving instets. Warily lte ruddy brown
boybehind the pointed head slipptd forth front tht
tune nd darted to tht nearest tuft whtert it began
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nosing sharply and snapping up tht sînaIl gainie.
Tht miarshi mouse' was a sîurdy little figure,

about six îinches in lengih,,wiîh a duli cbestnuî-
brown back sprinkled, with black blairs, shading
downward ihrotrgh warrn grey tal a delicate fawn-
coioured belly. lIf- shIoulders and short fore legs werc
hecaviiy' rnolded, sbowing the digger of tunnels, and
its fore paws mioved with tht sw\ift precise facîlity
of bad.Tht tiny t ars ere set fiat and tight ta
the hcadi, and tht broad hased skull aven tht tri-
anigular muz7zle gave an irerssion aof pugnaclous
courage, very unlike that of tht wood mause or
tht bouse mouse. This expression was more than
.iusîified by the fact; for tht miarsh mouse, confident
ini his, punishing huIt jaws and distrusîful of bis
aigiliîy, bad a da.ngerausý propensiiy to stay and figbî
%%-len he motrgbt ta lio ruiniig away. Tt w-as a pro-
pensiîy that, owing ta, tht abuindance of his enemnies,
wauld have led spedint tht extermination af bis;
race, but for the amazing and uinrtmitting fecuindity
that dwelt il] bis blood.

For aIl blis courage, bowver, Ibere were s;orie
focsý that lie bad( lie inclination ta nmuet anid face-

ebc h, onti of the biggest and strangest of blis
kind. A\- be glanced aside froin his nosing in thse
saniphire tufts, lie caught sighit of a broad black
sploîch of shadow, sweeping up thte baked surface
of thtc fiat ai terrifie ped

H1e did not loak up. lie hiad no need to. Only
boa well 'bc knew what was casting thait sinister
shad(owN. Thougbi agility' was not supposedl to be bis
strong point, bis movement as hie shot acnoss tht
open fromi thse saniphine tuift ta the moulth of bis4
tuninel was almiost too quick ta follow. Htl gained
tht roat fringed door just in tinte.. As bis fnantic,
cringing hind quarters disappeaned irnto tht hale,
tht greai talons of tht pounicîng bawk ph.tnged int
tht root fringe, closing and clutching sa savagely
that tht mlouitb of tht tunnel was obliterated. Gras,
roots, however, wecre flot what thiose rtnding talonsý
wanted, and the great hawk, rising angrily, flapptd
off ta tht other sîde of ti dike,

W,4 ITHIN the tunnel tht brown miouise ran on
dlesperateiy, as if be feit those fatal talons still

reaching after bins. Tht tunnel was not quite in
dlarknress; for here and there a gîtant of light camne
filîering titrougis tht roots tisai formtd its roof, and
here and there a round opening gave access ta the
yellaw-green wonld amnong thse big stiff grasG staiks.
The faonr was smooîb fron tht feet anid teetb of
couintitss other rnarsh muie, water volts, and nmole
shrews. To rigbt and left wenit branehing off in-
numerable tilnniel and galleries;, an apparently
inextricable mnaze, But lise browni tnoust raced
straight on, hack fromn tht water side, dtep mbt tht
heart of the marsis, anxious only ta put hiniseif as
far as possible front tht scent of his bonid adventure.

r S - Runniiîg thus -,ii(denly , hie buipcd bard
1' S m a little wayfarer who was journeying

in the opposite direction. Thle tunnel was
so narrow that only by the ilse of a cer-
tain circumispection and consideration couid
two iravellers pass cach other comifortably.
Now, the stranger was a mole shrew, much
srnaller than the brown utouse, but of a
temper as iupleasant as that of an angry
buffalo. That the mouse should corne but-
ting int bum in that rude fashion was au
indignity not to be tolerated. Gnashing bis
long chisel-like teih, hie grappled blindly.
;nid rerit the bonmouse's car to ribbions.
But this xvas a mnistake on his part, a dis-
tinct errer of judgîuert. The brown mouse
w.as no sljmi timarous barn mouse or field
mnouse, no slow and clumisy mole. Ht was
a fightcr, and witb strengtb to back bis
pugnacity. He caught the angry sbrew by
the ncck, bit bum mercilessiy, shook hini
limp, trod bun under foot, and raced on.
Not until bc reached bis snug nest in the
burrow at tht foot of tht dike did hie quite
regain bis equanimity.

Jusi about this tume there came a suc-
* cession of beavy soutbwesî gales, whicb
i)iled up the water into tbe funnel-like bead
of the bay, dammed back the rivers, and
l)raught a series of bigh bides. Tides, so
hiîgh were quibe unseasonable, and caught
the swarmning little tunnel runners of the
sait marsb unprepared. As the first flood
came lapping up over tht Sun haked flats,
covering the saniphire tufts, setting ail
awash tht root fringes of the grass, and
sliding noiselessly into the tunnels, there
was a wild scurrying, and a fainlt, elusive

clamour of squeaks came murmuring thinly up
through the grass. Myriads of brown ami orange
grassboppers, beeties black and green and bitte and
red, witb here and there a sleek grub, here and
there a furry caterpîllar, began ta clumb the long
stîif grass stalks. The battalions of mice and voles
and sbrcws, popping up indignantly tbrough the
skylights of the tunnels, swept unanimously toward
the barrier of the dike. Everyone of theni knew
qtrite weil that to the sweet meadows beyond tht
dike the peril of tht tide couid not pursue themi.

The big brown marsb mouse, as it chanced, was
asleep at the bottoni of bis burrow. Stealing up
between the grass stemis, a chilI douche slipped in
upon him. Starîltd and choking, hie darted up the
steep slope of bis galiery and out into tht wtt tur-
mou. H1e was an expert swimmer; but hle liked to
eboose, his own tinie for the exercise of bis skîil.
This was not one of those tumes. For a second hie
s;at uipon 'his stuirdy littie haunches, squeaking angri-
IN, and sreigthe excitensent. Then, shaking bis
fur free of tht few drops of water that clung to
it ini tiny" globules. hie joined the scurrying migrant
ilhrongs swarmiîng over tht dike.

Aionig the dike top tht migrants were running
the gaunttlet with death. With tht first invasion
of the tide across tht flats ail tht marsh bawks of
the neighbourhood, sorie four or five, had gathered
ta the hunt, knowing well .iust what tht flood woulci
do for themn. Also many crows had corne, At in-
tervals along the crest of the dike stood tht hawks,
with wings haif spread, screarning excittdly, ciutch-
ing at their victimis, and devouring theni with un-
lordiy haste. Two aiready gorged, wert flapping

awyieavily toward the forest ciad inland ridges,
carryîing iimp trophies in their talons. As for the
crows, thtre were perhaps twa score of theni, aIl
cawing noisiIy, flying low along tht crest of the
dike, aligbting deîcateiy froni tume ta tinte to stab
right and left with their dagger-like beaks.

THBE big brown marsh mouse, wise with experi-
ence and many escapes, took this ail in as lie

mounted the slope of tht dike. Marking a hawk
just ahove hbu, he doubled nimbly back, jumping
over haîf a dazen blindly blunde ring fugitives. Sanie
ten feet farther along he again ascended. As he
came over tht crest, in a mlob of shrews and smaller
mite, he saw a crow just dropping on hm. Tht
eytse of tht crow, impish and malevolent, were fixtd
not on him, but on a small shrew close ait bis side.

T magining huniself, however, the object of attack,
the brawn mouse feli into a rage. Darting upward,
hte fixed bis long teeth in the black marauder's thigh,
just ahove tht ieg joint, and pulled hîm down into tht
scurrying streani of rodents. Witb a squeak of rage
and alanm, the crow struck out savagely. His, mur-
derous beak stahbed this way and that in tht crowd,


