Hunting the Unicorn

To say that amongst all those that have read any of the
tales of Mr. Jorkens’ travels that I have recorded, none
has felt any doubts of any of them would be absurd:
such doubts have been felt and even expressed. But
what has impressed me very considerably is the fair-
minded attitude taken up by the general public, an
attitude that may be summarized as a firm determina-
tion not to disbelieve a man’s story merely because it is
unusual, but to await the final verdict of science when
science shall have arrived at the point at which it is able
to pronounce on such matters with certainty. Then,
should the verdict be against Jorkens, and not till then,
will a sporting public turn upon him that scornful dis-
belief that they are far too fair-minded to show without
good and sufficient proofs. I myself meanwhile am care-
ful to record nothing he tells me, against which anyone
in the Billiards Club or elsewhere has been able to bring
any proof that would definitely rule it out in a court of
law. And it would be interesting to see for how long in
such a court arguments that may be lightly advanced
now, against the exact truth of any one of his tales,
would stand up against the ridicule of counsel. But the
sporting attitude that the public have adopted towards
him is more to Jorkens than a verdict in any court of
law. Curiously enough it is in the Billiards Club itself,
the source of all these stories, that the most unsporting
attitude is often shown to Jorkens. For instance only
the other day one of our members was unnecessarily
rude to him, though with only a single word. I need
hardly say it was Terbut. The word was not in itself a
rude one, but was somehow all the more insidious for
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that. Also it was really a single word, and not a short
sentence, as is often the case when a writer says to you
“I will tell it to you in one word.” But I will tell the
story.

We were discussing billiards, which is not a thing we
often do in the Billiards Club. There is, I suppose, some
sort of feeling that, if anyone talks of billiards there, his
imagination or his experience can provide him with
nothing better; billiards being, as it were, bed-rock in
the Billiards Club. In just the same way at the Athe-
naeum, although the bird is inseparable from the Club’s
presiding goddess, one seldom, if ever, orders an owl
for one’s lunch, But we were discussing billiards today,
and debating whether bonzoline balls or the old ivory
kind were the better. I will not record the discussion,
for it has nothing to do with Jorkens, but it may interest
my readers to hear that it was held at the Billiards Club
that the bonzoline ball was unique among modern sub-
stitutes, in being better than the old genuine article. It
was as we had decided that, that some young member
who ought to have known better, seeing Jorkens near
him as he looked up, suddenly blurted out: “Have you
ever seen a unicorn, Jorkens?”

Of course it was not the way to speak to an elder
man, Of course the implication was obvious. And
Jorkens saw in a moment that the young fellow did not
believe in the existence of unicorns at all. In any case
he had not yet passed that time of life, in which one
believes nothing that the ages have handed down to us
until we have been able to test it for ourselves.

“I deprecate that hard and fast line between fabulous
animals and those that you all chance to have seen,”
said Jorkens. “What does it amount to, practically, but
a line drawn round Regent’s Park? That’s all it is really.
Everything inside that line is an animal you readily be-
lieve in. Everything outside it is fabulous. It means you
believe in an animal if you have seen it in the Zoo,
otherwise not. However full history is of accounts of
the unicorn, and the most detailed descriptions, still you
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go off to Regent’s Park on a Sunday, and if there is not
one there waiting for your bun you disbelieve in the
unicorn. Oh well, I was like that myself till I saw one.”

“You saw one?” said the young fellow who had
started the topic.

“I’l tell you,” said Jorkens.

“I was camped once by the Northern Guaso Nyero,
or rather I was camped two hundred and fifty yards
from it, a distance that just makes all the difference,
for two hundred yards is all that the mosquito flies from
his home. Of course he has a good many homes, that’s
the trouble; but, as he prefers a river frontage, it’s a
very good thing to camp that far from a river. Not that
it amounts to much, for Africa can always get you some
other way. But there it was. Well, I was collecting heads
for a museum, and had been at it for some time, with a
white hunter and eighty natives, trekking through
Africa; and I was beginning to get pretty tired of it. T
was sitting by one of our campfires after supper, with
the white hunter beside me, and I was gazing into the
glow of the smouldering logs and watching the fireflies
gliding backwards and forwards, and thinking all the
while of the lights of London. And the more the fireflies
slowly grew into multitudes, and the more the fire
glowed, the more I longed for London. In that mood I
asked the hunter what we should do next day; and,
whatever he suggested going after, I pointed out I had
shot it already. Which was perfectly true.

“And winds came out of the forest, or over the plains,
and softly played with the smoke going up from our
logs of cedar, and the visions changed and changed in
the glow of the fire, and every now and then the hunter
would make some new suggestion, till I said petulantly:
‘Find me something I haven’t shot yet.’

“And he said: ‘Very well, I will.’

“ ‘What is it?’ I said.

“And he wouldn’t say.

“I kept on asking him, but he wouldn’t tell me. The
man whose job it was, the askari we called him, came
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and put more logs on the fire, and we sat on long with
little cold winds on our backs and the warmth on our
hands and feet, but still he would not say. ‘Why not?’
I asked him at last. “‘Because you’d think me mad,’ he
said. ‘Well, aren’t you?’ I asked. Partly my insinuation
was true, and partly it was the product of some un-
reasonable irritation that had come over me, and Africa
was responsible for both.

“Next day he moved our camp to the edge of the
river, and we waited there a long time; I don’t remem-
ber how long, quite a fortnight; and all the while he
stuck to his promise to find me this new beast that I
had never shot.

“I began to get malaria, and so did he. And then one
night as we were talking of remedies, for we were both
tired of quinine, he told me what it was we were looking
for. Yes, simply a unicorn. He had had natives out in
the forest searching for it for weeks, and though they
had not yet seen it they had at last found the spoor.
And then he explained to me about how to get a uni-
corn. The animal, he explained to me, was always fairly
cautious of men, and on the whole, in spite of excep-
tions, had tended to avoid them more than do other
animals; but that of late centuries, probably since the
invention of fire-arms, or since some other change in
the ways of men, it had avoided men so assiduously that
it had almost dropped out of history. Up to the time
that a Pope gave the horn of one to King Frangois one
day in the fifteenth century, and for a while after,
references to the unicorn are so frequent that its avoid-
ance of man, however much wished by the unicorn, can
only be called unsuccessful; after that time a cunning
unknown before seems to have been added to its love of
elusiveness, with the result that it is no longer classed
among European mammals. And then the hunter ex-
plained to me how to get one. There was no way what-
ever to come at him, he explained, except one, and that
was to drive him. And then he drew out some paper and
a bit of pencil, and showed me how it was done: he
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made a row of dots in a semi-circle to represent beaters,
and put a cross in the middle to mark the unicorn, and
showed me how the flanks came gradually in. His hand
was rather shaky with malaria, and I couldn’t see very
well either, but the thing seemed simple enough, a
perfectly ordinary beat,

““Yes, I see,’ I said, ‘and the gun stands here.” And
I pointed to a place ahead of the unicorn, to which the
semi-circle of beaters was moving,

““No,” he said. “That would do for any other animal;
but not for the unicorn. It’s been tried, and that’s why
nobody ever gets one. With the unicorn avoidance of
man amounts to a passion. Whatever it was in the past,
that’s what it is now; and not to take account of that
is an error as great as supposing a rhino can’t smell.
The moment the unicorn sees the line of beaters, with
the flanks coming quietly in on him he knows what’s
up; he knows he’s being driven. By a glance at the line
(and his sight is very acute) he knows to what direc-
tion. He immediately slips through the forest in exactly
the opposite; straight through the line of beaters; and
in these forests he usually gets through without even
being seen by a native. Not that they haven’t seen them.’

“ “Then the place for a gun to stand,’ I said.

“ ‘Exactly,” he interrupted. ‘Stand in front of the uni-
corn, wherever he is, and we'll try to drive him away
from you. He’s sure to come straight back.’

“Now this seemed to me perfectly sound. Unicorns
do avoid men, there can be no doubt of that. They must
have some method in doing it, Granting a considerable
intelligence, without which no method is any good, what
better than hiding in a dense forest, and, when driven,
always going in the opposite direction to that which is
obviously intended. And history is too full of the uni-
corn for us to suppose that they are merely not there,

“ ‘Well,” said Rhino, for Rhino Parks was his name
there, whatever it may have been in England once,
‘those Wakamba trackers have found him. What about
trying tomorrow?’
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“ ‘I’'m not sure that I can hold a rifle just yet,’ I said.

“‘No use giving in to malaria here,’ he answered,
‘or no one would ever do anything.’

“Which is true, though the place is a good deal writ-
ten up as a health-resort.

“ ‘All right. Tomorrow,’ I said.

“And tomorrow came, which was one thing to the
good. You never know what’s coming, with malaria.

“Well I was up and ready by five, but Rhino wouldn’t
start till I’d had a good breakfast. So I sat down to it.
It had to be liquid, because I could have no more eaten
bacon and eggs, as I was just then, than I could have
eaten a live squirrel. But we made a breakfast of sorts
on two bottles of vermuth that we had; and by about
seven we started.

“And now comes the incredible part of my story: we
crossed the river and pushed into the forest, and I took
up my place where the Wakambas told me in whispers,
and the beaters moved off away from me, and all the
while I had forgotten to load my rifle. You may not
believe me; and, if you don’t, I don’t wonder; but there
it was, I did it. Malaria I suppose. As a matter of fact
it is just one of those things that people do do once in
their lives, and very often of course it happens to be the
last thing they ever do. Well, I stood there with my rifle
empty, waiting for the unicorn, a .360 magazine: the
magazine holds five cartridges, and there should be an-
other one in the barrel: and the steps of the beaters
sounded further and further away from me. And then
there came a broken furtive sound, as of something
heavy but sly coming down through the forest. And
there I was, with my empty rifle ready. And all of a
sudden I saw a great shoulder so graceful, so silken
and gleaming white, close by in that denseness of green-
ery, that T knew that it must be the unicorn. Of course
I’d seen hundreds of pictures of them, and the thing
that I marvelled at most was that the beast, or all'I
could see of him, was so surprisingly like to the pictures.
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I put up my rifle and took a good enough aim, and then
click, and I knew it was empty. _
“Of course I hadn’t forgotten to bring any cartridges
at all, I wasn’t so crazy as that, whatever my tempera-
ture was: my pocket was full of them, I put my hand
to my pocket and slipped in a cartridge at once, and
there I was loaded, with the unicorn still only twenty-
five yards away. But he had heard the click, and,
whether or not he knew what it was, he at any rate
knew it for man, even if he hadn’t yet seen me; and he
changed at once his slow slinking glide for a sharp trot
through the forest. Again in a gap I saw a flash of his
whiteness, and I fired and am sure I hit him, and then
he came for me. Where I hit him I never knew, my one
good chance of a shot behind the shoulder was gone,
and I had had to take whatever shot I could get; and
now I was again unloaded, for there had been no time
to put anything into the magazine, and the unicorn was
practically on top of me. Even as I took another car-
tridge out of my pocket he made a lunge at me with his
flashing horn, a deadly weapon of ivory. I parried it
with my rifle, and only barely parried, for the strength
of its neck was enormous. It wasn’t a thing that you
could waft aside as you can with the thrust of a sword,
if only you are in time; it was so gigantic a thrust that
it took all one’s strength to turn it. And you had to be
just as quick as when trying to parry a rapier; even
quicker. At once he lunged again, and again I parried:
no question of thinking of trying to load my rifle; there
was only just time for the parry. And as I barely par-
ried, and the horn slipped by under my left arm, through
the brown shirt I was wearing, clean as a bullet, I knew
that I should parry few more, if any, like that; and that
with the next thrust, or the one after, all would be over;.
for the power I felt in that horn was clearly more than
my match. So I stepped back to gain an instant; which
I barely did, so swiftly the huge beast stepped forward;
and then I swung my rifle over my back and before he
thrust again I brought it down as hard as I could at his



Tales Jorkens Told 221

head. I knew it for my last chance, and put into it all
the strength that malaria had left me. Now it was his
turn to parry. He saw it coming and flicked at it with his
horn, and the horn caught it and the two blows came
together. Either of them was a good blow. And together
they amounted to pretty much of a smash. Well, neither
ivory nor steel is unbreakable; and as for the stock of
my rifle I don’t know where it went: the branches all
round were full of flying splinters. And then I saw that
long thin murderous horn lying white on the ground
beside me. The unicorn saw it too: it put its forefeet
out, and lowered its nose and sniffed at it. As the beast
was doing nothing at the moment, I picked the horn up.
And when it saw the horn in my hand it looked irreso-
lutely at me. For a moment we stood like that. It might
easily have overcome me by sheer weight, and trampled
me under with its pointed hooves; and yet it stood there
motionless, sceming to have an awe for its own horn,
which it now saw turned against it. Then I moved the
horn into the hand that was holding the rifle, with the
intention of seeing if it was possible to get a cartridge
into what was left of the breech; and at the movement
of the horn in my hand the unicorn shied like a horse,
then turned round and kicked out with his heels and
sprang away, and was almost immediately lost to sight
in the forest. And that was the last I ever saw of a
unicorn.”

“But the horn,” said the young fellow who had asked
at first about unicorns. “Why didn’t you keep the horn?”

“Waiter,” said Jorkens without a word to his critic,
“bring me that toasting fork that I gave to the Club.”

We most of us present something to the Club, and
sure enough Jorkens had once given an ivory-handled
toasting fork, that lay in a drawer in the pantry; for who-
ever wants to use a toasting fork in a Club? And now
the waiter brought it, a fork with silver prongs, or
electro-plate, and a long ivory handle, too narrow for
the tusk of an elephant and too long for a tooth. “And
bring me,” he said, “a small whiskey and soda.”
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The whiskey was brought, and as he drank it the
strange fork was handed round. Not all of us had seen
it before; none of us had eyed it attentively.

“Well, what do you make of it?” said Jorkens when
he had ﬁmshed his whiskey.

It was then that Terbut leaned over to me and whis-
pered, but only too audibly, the one word “Bonzoline.”

The ungenerous comment cast over the table some-
thing like, well, 2 miasma. And that’s the kind of thing
that Jorkens has to put up with.



