
 

 

BLACK SHOCK   by B J Madden 
 
‘Thass up t’ you boi, but I wunt walk down there alun’.  
 
The words of the Broadland marshman echoed in his ears as he began a lonely plod down a 
narrow, puddle strewn track, back to his car. Back to warmth, sanctuary and a means to transport 
himself home. He mused about the way the old boy, cloaked in rough, heavy duty garb, had looked 
at him; piercingly, intently, with startlingly clear blue eyes, and maybe with a twinkle of 
amusement? And pondered over his parting words: 
 
‘I’ve sen ‘im! Nobudda believe me, but ‘e made moi haar stand on end. Get abord boi. I’ll tek ya 
hoom’.  
 
The ‘im’ in question was Black Shuck, a local ghostly apparition of folklore, a large black hound, 
that, if legend was to be believed, seemed to have a penchant for at least scaring the bejeezus out 
of people, and at worse tearing them limb from limb. Rubbish! He supposed if you spent enough 
time on your own out on these eerie, flat, wind-battered marshlands, you could conjure all kinds of 
fanciful things. How on earth they had got onto the subject? Did he mention something about this 
place being so remote that anything could be living here? Did the old boy slowly raise his head, 
point to a far line of gnarled and twisted hawthorn and say 
 
‘Moi man, you jus dornt know what yew find out haar’?  
 
In any event, to succumb to riding shotgun in an uncomfortable tractor to avoid a mythical canine 
would have been crazy. It was the 21st century for goodness sake, not some medieval time when 
all things evil walked the world after dark. Still…….he wished he had someone with him, it was 
indeed so very lonely in this place.  
 
He forced himself instead to think about the wonderful sight of over 40 harriers, marsh and a few 
hen - one a stunning grey, ghostly, male bird - that he had just seen whirling over the distant reed 
beds. A dozen cranes had come bugling overhead, and at least two barn owls floated over the 
lightly mist-enshrouded fields hunting for prey. That was a lovely sight. But then an involuntary 
shiver at an unbidden thought: how it would be for an unsuspecting vole to suddenly be engulfed in 
sharp talons. The fright, the panic, the very life squeezed out of you before a mercilessly sharp 
beak gripped your neck and broke your spinal cord. Crikey! Where did that one come from? Pull 
yourself together man, get a grip! He’d better get his act together and stop being spooked by the 
spectral waving of the witch-fingered branches of wayside trees silhouetted starkly against a 
menacingly darkening sky. Cease being startled by the furiously loud crash of woodpigeon wings 
as they broke cover from the thick hedgerows hemming him in claustrophobically on either side. 
Shake off the feeling that something unseen and undead was stalking him, following his fear laden 
scent. 
 
He was awakened from his introspection by a sharp crack, unnaturally loud in the stillness. What 
was that? Where did it come from? Behind? From the other side of the hedge surely? He froze, 
listening, unseeing, his ears straining for any sound. Nothing. But yet...... was that a faint snuffling? 
Another soft cracking sound, as if small twigs had been disturbed by a stealthy footfall. He put his 
hands in his pockets, quickened his pace and with head down continued briskly on his way to the 
oh so welcoming vision of his lovely, cosy car. Only half a mile away, only 800 or so metres, 
maybe less than 1000 steps. He started counting them, 1,2,3,4........another noise brought him up 
short. The squealing of a rabbit in its death throes, not 10 metres from where he stood. And then 
the unmistakable sound of jaws crunching bone and slobbering in sated ecstasy. Oh my goodness, 
what on Earth is making that noise? A ferocious tearing sound and a lust filled gulp. He began to 
jog. He had to get away from whatever was feasting just the other side of the hedge. It sounded 
big, it sounded dangerous. He realised he was gibbering to himself. 
 
‘No, no, it can’t be, it’s just a fox, a badger perhaps, maybe an otter, a mink, a dog’. 
 



 

 

A big dog, a big black dog that is snacking before the main course. His pace quickened again, 
splashing heedlessly into puddles, slipping, sliding on the muddy tracks left by farm vehicles, until 
he had to stop, to catch his breath. How many paces had he taken? He’d lost count. Where is the 
car park? He couldn’t see any lights of the adjoining warden’s house. Take stock, listen. No 
sounds. He was alone. Alone here in this Norfolk marsh, his beloved Norfolk; as alone as anyone 
could be.  
 
A movement. A blacker blackness glimpsed sliding behind the thick interwoven latticework of the 
hedge. He could hear his heart beating, feel the sweat beading on his forehead and trickling slowly 
down his neck. Hear his breath, laboured and short. Hear the marshman: 
 
‘I’ve  sen ‘im boi, ee’s a proper devil if ever there wuz . Slaverin and lollopin, peerkin this way an 
that. I’ve sen the doins he leave b’hind. Oh thass naasty that is, all mucked up and higgledy-
piggledy. Roight rummun that wuz’. Looked like ol George jus arter he bin run over by Haarbat’s 
coombine’ 
 
And here he was seconds from death, moments from meeting a similar fate, shortly to be mucked 
up ‘Roight hggledy-piggledy’. He couldn’t move, he was rooted to the spot as the large shape 
oozed through a gap and slowly took shape in front of him. He stifled a scream before noticing the 
antlers, was on the verge of fainting before numbly taking in by grace of the last vestiges of light 
afforded by this cold, dank winters afternoon the large dark eyes, the alert ears, the long snout and 
spindly legs. It was a deer, a red deer, a Bambi! Harmless, cuddly and more frightened of him than 
he of it. The rush of relief felt as a gush of volcanic warmth coursing through his chilled veins. He 
squeaked a thin exclamation of joy; it was all he could manage. Then he began to laugh, a silent 
laugh, dry and heaving from his aching chest. It was a deer, a beautiful, gorgeous, benign deer. He 
guffawed again just as the animal seemed to sense something was wrong. It had obviously seen or 
heard him and with a bark of alarm raced across the lonely, the oh so lonely, isolated, desolate 
lane and into the field. Lost in an instant.  
 
He put his hands on his knees, issued a snort of distain, cursed himself for being such a fool and 
regained his composure……. just in time to hear the low, deep, menacing growl coming from 
something big, black and deadly just a few paces behind. 


