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Read the following passage from a story, ‘The Rain Horse’, by Ted Hughes.

The story is about a man who is lost in the countryside on a wet afternoon, and has a strange
encounter with a horse that seems to be pursuing him.

Write down how you feel when you read this passage.

You should write about

• the way the man reacts to the horse
• the way the horse is presented
• the effect of the whole passage on you.

He spun around, sat up and looked back, ready to scramble off in a flash to one
side. He was panting from the sudden excitement and effort. The horse had
disappeared. The wood was empty except for the drumming, slant grey rain,
dancing the bracken and glittering from the branches.

He got up, furious. Knocking the dirt and leaves from his suit as well as he
could he looked around for a weapon. The horse was evidently mad, had an
abscess on its brain or something of the sort. Or maybe it was just spiteful. Rain
sometimes puts creatures into queer states. Whatever it was, he was going to get
away from the wood as quickly as possible, rain or no rain.

Since the horse seemed to have gone on down the wood, his way to the farm
over the hill was clear. As he went, he broke a yard length of wrist-thick dead branch
from one of the oaks, but immediately threw it aside and wiped the slime of rotten
wet bark from his hands with his soaked handkerchief. Already he was thinking it
incredible that the horse could have meant to attack him. Most likely it was just
going down the wood for better shelter and had made a feint at him in passing – as
much out of curiosity or playfulness as anything. He recalled the way horses
menace each other when they are galloping round in a paddock.

The wood rose to a steep bank topped by the hawthorn hedge that ran along
the whole ridge of the hill. He was pulling himself up to a thin place in the hedge by
the bare stem of one of the hawthorns when he ducked and shrank down again.
The swelling gradient of fields lay in front of him, smoking in the slowly crossing
rain. Out in the middle of the first field, tall as a statue, and a ghostly silver in the
undercloud light, stood the horse, watching the wood.

He lowered his head slowly, slithered back down the bank and crouched. An
awful feeling of helplessness came over him. He felt certain the horse had been
looking straight at him. Waiting for him? Was it clairvoyant? Maybe a mad animal
can be clairvoyant. At the same time he was ashamed to find himself acting so
inanely, ducking and creeping about in this way just to keep out of sight of a horse.
He tried to imagine how anybody in their senses would just walk off home. This
cooled him a little, and he retreated farther down the wood. He would go back the
way he had come, along under the hill crest, without any more nonsense.

The wood hummed and the rain was a cold weight, but he observed this rather
than felt it. The water ran down inside his clothes and squelched in his shoes as he
eased his way carefully over the bedded twigs and leaves. At every instant he
expected to see the prick-eared black head looking down at him from the hedge
above.

At the woodside he paused, close against a tree. The success of this last
manoeuvre was restoring his confidence, but he didn’t want to venture out into the
open field without making sure that the horse was just where he had left it. The
perfect move would be to withdraw quietly and leave the horse standing out there in
the rain. He crept up again among the trees to the crest and peered through the
hedge.
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The grey field and the whole slope were empty. He searched the distance. The
horse was quite likely to have forgotten him altogether and wandered off. Then he
raised himself and leaned out to see if it had come in close to the hedge. Before he
was aware of anything the ground shook. He twisted around wildly to see how he
had been caught. The black shape was above him, right across the light. Its
whinnying snort and the spattering whack of its hooves seemed to be actually inside
his head as he fell backwards down the bank, and leapt again like a madman,
dodging among the oaks, imagining how the buffet would come and how he would
be knocked headlong. Halfway down the wood the oaks gave way to bracken and
old roots and stony rabbit diggings. He was well out into the middle of this before he
realized that he was running alone.
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